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BUREAUCRATIC BARRIERS: MAKING VBA
EDUCATION SERVICES WORK FOR VETERANS
AND NOT THE BUREAUCRACY

TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 11, 2025

SUBCOMMITTEE ON EcoNomIc OPPORTUNITY,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
Washington, D.C.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:14 a.m., in room
360, Cannon House Office Building, Hon. Derrick Van Orden
(chairman of the subcommittee) presiding.

Present: Representatives Van Orden, Ciscomani, Hamadeh,
King-Hinds, Barrett, Pappas, McGarvey, Ramirez, and Kennedy.

OPENING STATEMENT OF DERRICK VAN ORDEN, CHAIRMAN

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Good morning. The Subcommittee will come to
order. Before we begin testimony for the first hearing of the 119th
Congress, I would like to introduce myself. I am Derrick Van
Orden. I think I would speak loud enough if I have that micro-
phone. I just figured that out. I am a retired Navy SEAL senior
chief. I am the longest serving enlisted member of the military to
ever be elected to Congress. I have used every educational program
that the Department of Defense offers, including our Veterans
Readiness and Employment (VR&E), and I used the G.I. Bill to
help educate my children.

I get all my health care through the VA. I love the VA. I love
the folks that give me my medical care. Welcome, ma’am. I am
sorry. I would love, I love our health care providers. I love the folks
that have helped me get my education.

What I despise about the VA is the bureaucracy and we waste
billions and billions of dollars supporting the bureaucracy of VA. It
is my intent to stop that.

Every single dollar that is wastefully spent is one that does not
go to a veteran, either their health care or education or our gold
?tar 1families, the benefits that they have earned by sacrificing their
amily.

Essentially this is Groundhog Day. Mr. Barrett chaired the sub-
committee yesterday. It was a closed session, so I will not described
it in detail but essentially what we have identified again is billions
and billions and billions of dollars worth of waste that the VA is
responsible for through either inadequate or no planning at all and
that has got to stop.
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I would be remiss not to mention my great friend, Mike, who is
no longer the ranking member. He has moved onto appropriation.
I do not know why he would want to go there, but I would like to
welcome Mr. Pappas. We had a great meeting in private discussing
your priorities, which would be veterans homelessness, and we will
be going to a field hearing to your districts.

You have not heard this yet, but this is not a bipartisan com-
mittee. This is a nonpartisan committee and that is, we started
that. Mike and I had a great relationship, and I expect the same.
I cannot believe Morgan is back. Good to see him. Mr. Barrett, and
ma’am, it is so wonderful to have you here.

I want to make sure that we follow through with some things
that we started in the 118th, so from the Senator Elizabeth Dole
21st Century Veterans Healthcare and Benefits Improvement Act
we were able to pass improvements to education benefits, home-
lessness prevention, homelessness prevention benefits, Uniformed
Services Employment and Reemployment Rights Act (USERRA)
and reduce the red tape of the VA

We will hear from the VA today. We have lots more to do to this
and I want to make sure that we are going to refocus the Veterans
Affairs Administration on veterans and not the Veterans Affairs
Administration. We are going to talk about State of Education
Services. The Department of Veterans Affairs since 2020 the num-
ber of employees at the Education Services at VA’s headquarters
in D.C. has nearly doubled growing from 102 to 185 in 2024. I want
to say it again, the headquarters staff has nearly doubled but the
actual budget has only increased by, it went from $1.5 billion to
$12.1 billion and that is a tremendous amount of money.

If we are spending all this money and we are increasing the bu-
{‘eaucracy and not sending that to veterans benefits, that is a prob-
em.

I swear to God this is like Groundhog Day. I am just going to
bulletize some things here so that everybody understands for the
record. We have seen this in this hearing room contract and over-
sight mistakes of the G.I., the digital G.I. Bill to the tune of billions
of dollars—excuse me, hundreds of millions of dollars, VA bureau-
crats going rogue with risk-based surveys leading to schools back-
ing out from accepting the G.I. bill, so the antithesis of what the
VA is supposed to be doing are actually chasing veterans away
from getting educated, an absolutely foolish interpretation of a Su-
preme Court case that will add nearly $10 billion to the deficit over
the next decade and not help anybody, a VA proposing rule to Fed-
eral Registry using the wrong form causing schools to panic, paper-
work, government employees reinterpreting congressional law and
kicking out religious schools from our G.I. Bill. Unacceptable.
Former head of Education Services giving out his contact informa-
tion to school certifying officials because they had so many commu-
nications issues that needed to be solved and the list just goes on
and on and on and on and on. It is going to stop. Like this is going
to stop.

I am very excited to have a new Secretary of the Veterans Af-
fairs. Denis was a friend of mine. I think he was undermined and
subverted by a lot of people sitting over here, permanent bureau-
crats. I firmly believe that. Denis wanted to do what was right and
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his feet were knocked out from underneath him by the permanent
ruling class in Washington D.C. and those are not elected officials,
and it is going to stop.

We are going to do everything we can to make sure that every
single dollar that is allocated by this Congress goes to help a vet-
eran, not a bureaucrat. And so help me, God, that is my sole intent
and if I do not know how I could be more clear. Mr. Pappas, that
is how this is going to go. I yield to the ranking member for any
comments you may have, sir.

OPENING STATEMENT OF CHRIS PAPPAS, RANKING MEMBER

Mr. PAppAs. Well T want to thank you first for your service in
Congress but also to our great nation and just the spirit by which
you approach your role here as a chair of this subcommittee. I was
on this subcommittee for my first two terms in Congress. Really
pleased to back and look forward to developing a good, strong
working relationship and continuing the work that you did with
Mike Levin for the last couple years.

I want to thank you for holding this session here today. I think
we can all agree that the G.I. Bill is landmark law, and I look for-
ward to the work that we will do today together to ensure that stu-
dent veterans are provided the level of quality that they deserve.
I think we cannot hold this hearing today without recognizing what
is transpiring, the pressures on federal programs and certainly on
the Federal workforce as well dedicated people that meet the needs
of veterans each and every day.

I want to take a trip back to late 2024, the final two hearings
of the Veterans Affairs Committee were on federal agency over-
reach and poor performance due to staffing shortages at the Vet-
erans Readiness and Employment program. Since the inauguration
of President Trump, the VA has been thrown into chaos as other
federal agencies have been thrown into chaos. Hiring freezes, push-
ing staff to quit, suspending grants, eliminating programs that vet-
erans with disabilities rely on and frankly this congress has not
stepped up to its authority and stepped up to the plate in a way
that I think we should be at this moment.

This is an authority that expert witnesses said would be used to
restrain abuses in the executive branch. I will give you quote from
a recent hearing, “Agencies are not permitted to misread their con-
gressional charge and statutes, and their interpretation ought to be
regarded with special skepticism when they purport to find sweep-
ing new authorities in old statutes.” That was Dr. Phillip Wallick,
senior fellow at American Enterprise Institute (AEI) testified before
this committee on December 18th of last year.

Yet today agencies under President Trump’s executive actions
are finding all kinds of new ways to circumvent congressional over-
sight. Dr. Wallick further remind this committee during his testi-
mony after the Loper decision that many observers hope that these
interventions can come from the executive branch, specifically po-
litically appointees in the upcoming Trump administration, notably
Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy who lead the recently conceived
Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) argued in the Wall
Street Journal’s, Wall Street Journal that the court’s recent ruling
opens the door for the President to nullify thousands of regulations
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based on improper interpretations through nonenforcement and
then review and recession.

“It is not at all clear that this is a sound prescription. Instead
the remedy for excessive administrative power is a revitalization of
congressional power not just a different flavor of administrative
power as overseen by a more aggressive court.” Dr. Wallick con-
cluded his testimony by emphasizing how members from both par-
ties should rely on information and guidance provided by public
service professionals at VA and push bipartisan legislation through
Congress. He said if that seems like pie-in-the-sky idea of how the
House operates then we all need to be asking how to make it work
better.

I believe in the good work of this subcommittee and the role of
our committee in legislating and in overseeing the Department.
None of us want unelected bureaucrats running wild, damaging
systems, and compromising benefits for veterans. I want to work
with every member of this subcommittee to ensure that veterans
are at the center of all of our efforts and that we are truly deliv-
ering the benefits that they have earned in a timely fashion.

Mr. Chairman, I appreciate your comments saying that this is a
nonpartisan place for work, and I could not agree more. That is
why we must do the job of oversight of federal agencies and pro-
grams, stand tall as a co-equal branch of government and not
shrink from our responsibilities, especially when it comes to the
end veteran.

Regarding the hearing today, I look forward to VA providing
more information on the implementation of the Elizabeth Dole Act
and hearing from VA about plans for 2025 and beyond and I do
want to thank you most sincerely, Mr. Chairman, for the time and
I yield back and look forward to the next couple of years together.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Pappas. I appreciate several of
your comments. I would, I would like us to focus internally, sir. I
have done nothing over the last two years other than reminding
the Biden Administration that we are a co-equal branch of govern-
ment, and I would, I would remind you, sir, that President Trump
has been in office for three weeks and I think a day. Let us look
forward collectively to doing things great and if we have concerns
I think we should address these.

I will now introduce the witness panel. Our first witness is Mr.
Ken Smith, Acting Executive Director of Education Services, at the
Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA). Mr. Smith is accompanied
by Mr. James Ruhlman—I got that right—Deputy Director of Edu-
cation Services at the Veterans Benefits Administration.

I will ask the witnesses to please stand and raise your right
hand. Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you are about to
provide is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?

[Witnesses sworn.]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you. Let the record reflect that the wit-
nesses have answered in the affirmative. Mr. Smith, you are now
recognized for 5 minutes to deliver your testimony on behalf of the
Department of Veterans Affairs.
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STATEMENT OF KEN SMITH

Mr. SmiTH. Thank you, sir. Chairman Orden, Van Orden, Rank-
ing Member Pappas, and Members of the Subcommittee, thank you
for the opportunity to discuss the VA’s delivery of education bene-
fits to our veterans and their families. Accompanying me today is
Mr. James Ruhlman, Deputy Director of Education Service.

I understand and I am read in the concerns this committee has
raised on various issues in this space. One such issue that came
to my attention with your staff’s recent visit to our regional proc-
essing office in Muskogee. While there they observed the processing
of a claim related to the Supreme Court’s recent Rudisill decision.
I understand that it did not go as planned.

While the claim was processed, it took too long and encountered
several obstacles. Your staff heard concerns directly from claims
processors noting the very complex instructions that they as claims
processors are expected to follow. Our team also described how
claims go back and forth several times before being fully completed,
adding to the delays and aging of claims.

We are taking immediate actions to engage claims processors
who are working these claims to gather their feedback.

VBA is evaluating current resources and tools, finetuning proce-
dures and exploring additional training opportunities, as well as
enforcing accountability throughout the process.

Despite some challenges, I want to highlight that VA’s made
some great strides over the last several years to improve benefit
delivery and customer experience. VA’s automated approximately
50 percent of certificates of eligibility for new applicants, allowing
veterans to start their educational pursuits faster.

Supplemental claims are currently hoovering near 70 percent
automated up from 40 percent in March 2021. We are also working
to modernize our systems. In July 2024, VA took the first tangible
steps to move 87 percent education benefit payments off of the 50-
year-old legacy Common Business-Oriented Language (COBOL)
system. Just this month, VA processed its first non-Chapter 33
claims on the Digital GI Bill (DGI) platform. We are on track to
complete the migration from the legacy Benefits Delivery Network
(BDN) system by November 2025.

With the recent passage of the Elizabeth Dole Act, VA has mo-
mentum to make necessary improvements to assist veterans in ob-
taining full-time employment. Participants in the prior program
overwhelmingly recommended Veterans Technology Education
Courses (VET TEC) to other veterans.

VA proactively—VA’s proactive efforts to improve customer expe-
rience are making a difference across the board.

VBA’s customer experience Survey Trust Score responses indi-
cate 87 percent of respondents expressed confidence about enrolling
in schools to use their education benefits up from 72 percent in
2022 and 85.6 percent trust that they will receive their education
benefits up from 75 percent in 2022.

VA also recognizes that strengthening partnerships with external
entities expands the veteran support network. We will meet regu-
larly with the leadership of the national association of state ap-
proving agencies (SAA) and school certifying officials. Our collabo-
ration with the SAAs has improved the risk-based surveys result-
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ing in improved accountability and VA is currently approving new
programs in approximately 5 days.

School certifying officials (SCO) are important partners serving
as the first touchpoint for veterans enrolling in school. These SCOs
overwhelmingly endorse improvements to the DGI enrollment man-
ager, which replaced the first, the legacy VA. Once program in
March 2023, and has already processed 10 million enrollments.

In calendar year 2025, VA will address multiple high priorities
to include continuing DGI modernization, improving the Rudisill
review for a million potential beneficiaries and enacting the many
education related provision of the Elizabeth Dole Act. We will also
implement recommendations from the Office of Inspector General
and Government Accountability Office (GAO).

Mr. Chairman, I share this committee’s mission of working for
veterans and ensuring that VA effectively delivers the very benefits
that veterans have earned and deserve. I commit to you that I will
work to get it right, remain transparent in our efforts and to not
shy away from the challenges. My team and I will also put vet-
erans and beneficiaries first.

Mr. Chairman, this concludes my statement. My colleague and 1
are prepared to answer any questions you or other members of the
committee may have.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF KEN SMITH APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Smith. The written statement
of Mr. Smith will be entered into the hearing record. We are now
going to proceed with the questioning. You are new here, you two
are, so we do 5 minutes, not 5 minutes and 50 second. Cool? Keep
it on track. We can always do a second round of questioning if you
guys are not satisfied with the answers from the witnesses. Okay?
Yes, I am talking to McGarvey over there. All right. I now recog-
nize the Ranking Member Pappas for 5 minutes to question the
witnesses.

Mr. Pappas. Okay. Let us see how I do, sir.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. You will be fine.

Mr. PappAs. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thanks for the testi-
mony, Mr. Smith, and our office and so many of my colleagues’ of-
fices have been flooded with constituent calls over the last few days
and few weeks. We have literally heard from thousands of people
in my district in New Hampshire who are concerned about sweep-
ing executive orders from the administration including those that
are impacting VA.

The orders along with unclear guidance have I think shaken con-
fidence in the ability of, or the understanding that VA is going to
deliver on its promises to our veterans. I have heard that directly
from the veteran community in New Hampshire.

We were recently made aware of a list of positions at VA that
are not eligible for Elon Musk’s so-called fork-in-the-road retire-
ment plan. One of the positions is the VR&E counselor. You may
be aware that I sent a letter to the secretary asking for this posi-
tion to be exempt from the hiring freeze. My question to you is if
the position is so mission critical that these individuals are not eli-
gible for the retirement offer why are these positions subject to a
hiring freeze?
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Mr. SMITH. Thank you for the question, sir. There is a separate
executive order that we are operating under that implement a gov-
ernment wide hiring freeze and, you know, we are following that
order.

Mr. PappaS. Do you expect that VA will request an exemption
from the freeze to hire staff members that can service veterans’
economic opportunity benefits including positions that are needed
to administer VR&E.

Mr. SMITH. I am not sure what the secretary will choose to do.
I certainly await his guidance.

Mr. Pappas. Okay. If an exemption were granted and wait times
were not granted and wait times could increase as a result would
the administration reconsider an exemption as soon as possible to
minimize the impact to disabled veterans who are seeking employ-
ment?

Mr. SMITH. We absolutely want to minimize impact to the extent
possible and we will work with you and the appropriators to make
sure that we have, that we can fill to our budget ceiling once we
have reached the position where we can begin hiring again.

Mr. PAppPAS. To your knowledge have any VR&E connected posi-
tions been rescinded?

Mr. SMITH. I do not know, sir.

Mr. Pappas. Okay. What if anything is VA’s plan to ensure that
veterans do not experience delays in accessing VA’s earned bene-
fits?

Mr. SMITH. Speaking for the education delivery of benefits, our
positions, our claims processing positions are also exempted as
claims processors. We continue to execute against the mission with
the staffing that we have, and our high rate of automation is sup-
porting that as well allowing us to deliver those critical benefits.

Mr. PAPPAS. I want to get to Rudisill. You brought it up in your
testimony, a population of over a million veterans and their de-
pendents who are potentially impacted by the decision which estab-
lished that eligible veterans and their dependents can access up to
48 months of education benefits if they served during two periods,
typically before and after 9/11. How is the president’s hiring freeze
impacting VA’s ability to begin reviewing these records?

Mr. SMITH. We are, we are reviewing all of the Rudisill claims
with existing staff. I would say that we have the staff onboard to
conduct this review. Right now we are in the midst of our spring
hiring surge, so we are working to ensure that we are delivering
benefits for veterans and family members who are in school and
then we will shift to Rudisill. We prioritize those claims so that we
are making decisions for those that are in school and low on re-
maining entitlement so that they can continue their educational
pursuits.

Mr. Pappas. With respect to the review in a briefing, January
7th, it was reported that it would take approximately 22 months
to complete the review because existing examiners at regional proc-
essing offices have the ability to conduct this work—only have the
ability to conduct the work during nonpeak enrollment periods.

It seems that waiting to hear about eligibility for 22 months is
not centering on veterans and putting them first. Is there any way
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that that timeframe can be expedited? What would you need to get
that review done in a much more timely fashion?

Mr. SMITH. As I said we are, we, our current method is to
prioritize those claims that where the veteran or family member is
in school or low on entitlement. That is I think the best we can
offer at the moment. I

Mr. PappAs. Would additional staffing help you conduct those
that review in a timelier fashion, less than 22 months?

Mr. SMITH. These are very complex determinations. I am not cer-
tain that additional staffing at this point would help.

Mr. Pappas. Okay. My time is up. I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ranking Member Pappas. I now
recognize Mr. Barrett from the great state of Michigan, which is di-
rectly across from Lake Wisconsin.

Mr. BARRETT. Is that anywhere near the Gulf of America, Mr.
Chairman?

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Very close, sir.

Mr. BARRETT. Okay.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. I am glad someone got that.

Mr. BARRETT. Well thank you. Mr. Smith, I know that there has
been a lot of discussion about these risk-based surveys that are
done and what constraint that has had, the downstream effect of
that on veterans being able to access education that really fits their
needs and what they are seeking. Can you give us an update as
to the status of these risk-based surveys and whether they are
being used in a strategic way to disincentivize education institu-
tions from participating in the G.I. Bill and making that accessible
to veterans?

Mr. SMITH. Thank you for the questions, sir. I will give a short
answer and then hand it off to Mr. Ruhlman, who is much more
an expert on risk-based surveys. I will say that we do not target
any specific schools. We use a data-driven approach to determine
who ought to be reviewed under these surveys and ensure that vet-
erans are receiving the training and not defraud out other benefits.
Mr. Ruhlman?

Mr. RUHLMAN. The purpose of the risk-based surveys is to pro-
vide health checks and fix any problems before veterans become at
risk and end up being impacted by a school closures and not being
delivered with the quality of education that they deserve and ex-
pect.

We do work closely with our SAA partners to revised that model.
We have actually done it for three years in a row and we are cur-
rently in discussions with the state approving agencies at their
mid-winter conference in Crystal City, which is going on this week.

We are going to continue to revise those models. We have seen
decreases year after year as we have revised that model from about
1,300 in Fiscal Year 2023, about 250 in Fiscal Year 2024, and less
than 200 this year and we will continue to do that. It is not the
goal of either VA or the state approving agencies that are doing the
risk-based surveys to drive schools out of the market or to decrease
the number of opportunities available. We remain committed to
working with our partners to make sure that we are looking at the
ri};ght schools and not overburdening other schools that are in good
shape.
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Mr. BARRETT. Is it also true that someone not involved with the
VA, not a part of your organization or anything else can still
prompt a complaint that would trigger this review that you have
described, the risk-based survey that you have described?

Mr. RUHLMAN. Complaints can drive the selection of a school for
a risk-based survey. We actually have a minimum of two com-
plaints that are needed in order to possibly do that and that is ac-
tually done also in combination with a number of other factors such
as rapid growth in the student population enrolled in a program,
the payments per student 85/15 violations, 90/10 violations, any
other serious actions or scrutiny by state or federal agencies.

We do negotiate the selection of those schools with the state ap-
proving agencies. we do not expect a school to be selected solely be-
cause of the single or even two anonymous complaints. That was
something that was at least partially responsible for the 1,300
number in Fiscal Year 2023.

That is one of the things that we have really focused on along
with no longer looking at the, at the transfer or retention or per-
sistence rates which tended to target community colleges and two-
year feeder schools for the four-years.

Mr. BARRETT. Okay. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. VAN OrDEN. Thank you, Mr. Barrett. The chair now recog-
nizes Morgan McGarvey from the great state of Kentucky.

Mr. McGARVEY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Good to be back here
this Congress with you all. Thank you all for being here today.
Look, I think one of the things that makes this committee a fun
committee to serve on is that we all agree. We all agree that we
want to get our veterans, the brave men and women who are will-
ing to put on a uniform and sacrifice everything for us, the benefits
they have earned, and they were promised.

I am glad we are having this hearing because we need to focus
on how to better serve our veterans. I also want to make sure that
we are putting all the focus on the right place, which is getting
these veterans their services and how do we actually do that be-
cause that is what we want to have happen. Come back with me
to Louisville, Kentucky. I will take you in the VA. I will take you
in Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) 1170. I will take you anywhere.
You are going to hear some similar things.

One, a lot of veterans do appreciate when the VA works for them
and there are things at the VA that are working for them. Then
they are going to tell you about the things that the VA that are
not working for them. We are here today talking about education
benefits on this committee, and I think you would hear a lot of
things, speed, that they are not getting these benefits quickly
enough. You are going to probably hear complaints about confusing
jargon, confusing things that happen like how do we, how do we
jump through these hoops? How do we get these benefits we were
supposed to have earned? Of course, that ease of access kind of
goes in with the confusing jargon. How are we getting veterans
what they need?

When we talk about the VA and the bureaucracy at the VA, I
think we can admit we all want there to be efficiency in the VA,
we want these services to be timely delivered, but I do not want
to just scapegoat every person who works at the VA, because we
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have a lot of really talented public servants who are at the VA get-
ting our veterans the care and the things they need.

When you look at what is happening, even though we are only
three weeks into the Trump Administration, when we look at the
executive orders on the hiring freezes, that applies to everybody
even, we have heard from doctors who have had a hiring freeze and
I know we are not talking about health care in VA today, but that
certainly plays into what we are talking about. They are talking
about drastically altering some of these policies in an effort to
starve out some of our dedicated public servants and cut the work-
force at the VA.

I think we are here with the right intention, but I want to make
sure we are here with the right focus and when you look at con-
gress, it is, the real complaint here is we need to improve the poli-
cies and procedures in VA, let us do it. Let us work together to
make those changes. I am totally for it.

If we are concerned that railing against the VA is just pretext
to begin a DOGE death spiral of the VA, where you gut the work-
force in name of efficiency leading to slower benefit delivery and
more backlog for our vets, then let us remember who we are here
to serve.

I think about these changes, one you mentioned something I
want to get into, Mr. Smith, you said that additional staffing would
not necessarily help. You know, one thing I hear from veterans is
even if we go in the name of, look, we use technology in all of our
daily lives. I hear from a lot of veterans that at the end of the day
they want a person at the other end of the line eventually. What
would help? You said staffing will not help. What will help us clear
this backlog and get veterans the benefits they need and deserve?

Mr. SMmiTH. Thank you for the question. I certainly appreciate
your comments. We are very focused in improving our Trust Score
including all of the elements that you just mentioned as well as en-
séure that veterans feel valued. That is a key element of our Trust

core.

In terms of what would, I am sorry, what will help, I would say
we need better procedures, we need better job aids. We should not
have to require our claims processors to do many multiple tasks
without, you know, some supporting like templates. And I think we
can look at technology as an enabler as well.

We are not there right now. We need to take a look at, you know,
things within our control in terms of those policies, procedures, job
aids, and tools, issue some reinforcement to our folks who are one
month or six weeks into processing these Rudisill claims on a very
steep learning curve and then reassess and go forward.

Mr. McGARVEY. Thanks. We are short on time and so I just want
to say I appreciate that. I do want to make sure that we are get-
ting our veterans what they need. If some of that is technology that
is fantastic. We need efficiency. We need better off.

We also, we need to recognize what is going on right now. There
are 1.7 million veterans who have been come eligible for additional
G.I. benefits. The VBA is already using overtime and seasonal ca-
pacity so thanks so much and we will keep on this.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Mr. McGarvey, if you would like we will do a
second round of questions. I understand Mr. Pappas would like to
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do that already. Thank you very much. The gentleman yields back.
The chair now recognizes our newest member from the Northern
Mariana Islands, Ms. King-Hinds for 5 minutes.

Ms. KING-HINDS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman for this opportunity
to learn a little bit more about Veteran Education Services. I come
from the Northern Mariana Islands and our issue with the regards
to veterans issue is just access. I am curious to just to see what
the program currently does to ensure that equitable access for vet-
erans living in remote areas like the Commonwealth of the North-
ern Mariana Islands (CNMI) with regards to the digital G.I. Bill
platform is, ensures basically that our veterans have the same ac-
cess.

Mr. SMmITH. Yes, thank you for the question. All U.S. service
members establish eligibility to education benefits based on the
merits of their service. I would like to ask Ruhlman to talk just a
little bit about getting schools approved over, you know, in remote
areas.

Mr. RUHLMAN. Sure. Prior to this hearing I actually did look to
see how many schools are approved in the Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana’s. There is one college on Saipan and that is it.
To the extent that you have other training providers that are inter-
ested in seeking G.I. Bill approval we can work with you to get
them G.I. Bill approved in order to have more opportunities in the
Northern Marianas for veterans who do live there, and we would
love to work with you on that.

We also do have a number of programs which are online which
could be accessed and those of course can be accessed worldwide
but really we need to have more schools offering programs whether
that is technical schools, degree granting programs, employers who
have on the job training (OJT) programs, that is one of the ways
that probably you could increase the number would be to find some
employers whether that is electricians, plumbers, really any of the
trades, skilled trades that have OJT programs could be approved
in the Northern Marianas as well to allow people to use their bene-
fits and to gain skills which will help them get better paying jobs.

Ms. KiNG-HINDS. All right. Thank you. It was raised that a lot
of times, right, our vets really would like to be able to have access
to a real-life person to be able to work through some of these appli-
cations. In remote areas like the CNMI or rural areas in particular,
right, access to the internet is a challenge.

What have you done with regards to just outreach to these com-
munities to ensure, right, we are talking about digitizing a plat-
form, but in remote communities like ours sometimes access to dig-
ital platforms is a challenge and so what outreach work has been
done to ensure that remote and rural communities just have a
ﬁgh“ging chance basically at being able to avail some of these serv-
ices?

Mr. SmiTH. Mr. Ruhlman, could answer the question? I would
like ask Mr. Ruhlman to answer that question.

Mr. RUHLMAN. Most of our outreach is done using a number of
different approaches. The bulk of it is through email, websites, and
it is electronic. I am sure we would have people who would love to
do additional outreach in person but that would require additional
travel funding.
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I am not sure what else we can do in the short run, but I would
love to have further discussions about what we could do to provide
better service to individuals in the, in the Commonwealth of the
Northern Marianas as well as other more remote places within the
Unlilted States because we do want to reach those individuals as
well.

Ms. KING-HINDS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. I yield my time.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentlelady yields back. The chair now rec-
ognizes Mrs. Ramirez, my dear friend from the great state of Illi-
nois.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Thank you, Chairman. It is good to have mid-
western representation in committee. I want to thank the Ranking
Member also for holding today’s hearing and the witnesses for join-
ing us today.

By the title of this hearing, I would like to believe we are all in
agreement that education is an important tool to lift up our vet-
erans and provide them with opportunities. While I know that my
colleagues across the aisle have turned their backs on commitment
to honor inclusion because of the current administration’s attacks
on diversity, on equity, and inclusion programs, I do have some
news for them. On turning their backs on a commitment to diver-
sity is turning their backs on veterans.

Veterans are diverse and I am proud to represent 20,727 diverse
veterans of Illinois 3rd Congression District. Let us be clear, now
when we are talking about veterans, we are talking about women,
we are talking about people of color, we are talking about first gen-
eration veterans, we are talking about low-income veterans, we are
talking about Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer,
Intersex, Asexual Plus (LGBTQIA+) veterans and deported vet-
erans. They are all veterans. Each veteran is to be celebrated in
their diversity and entitled to full access to their benefits that they
have earned, and we promised them.

That is why I take such a responsibility to provide careful over-
sight of our education services seriously. It is our job. We cannot
let allow the times to dismantle veterans services or deny the
unique needs of diverse veterans in the name of efficiency derail
us from our duty. In fact if anything it should make us fight even
harder to fund the progress we have made in serving veterans
more effectively. With that I want to turn to some questions.

The G.I. Bill comparison tool currently allows veterans to search
for schools that have a particular population focus such as a
women college for example, Alaska Native serving institutions, His-
panic serving institutions, we call them HSIs or historically Black
colleges and universities, the HBCUs. Mr. Smith, will the VA re-
move this information as a search feature for veterans in order to
comply with Trump’s administration’s executive orders ending di-
versity, equity, and inclusion programming?

Mr. SMITH. Thank you for the question, ma’am. One week on the
job in and I have not gotten any instructions to that, to that end.
I would be happy to bring something back to you.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Mr. Smith, I would appreciate that. I certainly
want to make sure that I know what search information is avail-
able and not available as veterans are looking at schools so we will
follow up with you. Let me send you, let me ask you another follow-
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up question as you are searching. If the VA would remove the abil-
ity to search institutions by diversity characteristics, how would
interfering with, how would that actually interfere with a veterans
freedom to choose a school of their liking? Do you want, let me, do
you want me to repeat it?

Mr. SMITH. Please.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Yes. I have asked you if the VA is looking at re-
moving this information, the search feature that allows people to
look at a school, you know, based on is it a woman’s colleges, is it
an Alaska Native serving institution, is it an HSI or HBCU, and
my question to was, is the VA going to remove the search feature
and my follow-up question to you, because you are going to get me
that information is if the VA removes the ability to search institu-
tions by diversity characteristics how will this interfere with a vet-
erans freedom to choose a school of their liking?

Mr. SMITH. I believe that would force them to use another search
method for identifying schools of their choice. That is my sugges-
tion.

Ms. RAMIREZ. What search method would they be using? Google,
like what?

Mr. SMITH. That would be my guess.

Ms. RaMIREZ. Well they would have to Googling when they al-
ready were able to do that through the system that they use but
now we are saying we do not want you to have that choice, so we
are going to have you have to go look at other formats. In some
ways it would impact their ability and accessibility to be able to
look through the system they already have in place. Correct?

Mr. SMITH. It would be a two-step process.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Making it harder for veterans. All right. Well let
me, let me follow up. This past week my district office has been
taking calls from concerned constituents who are unclear about
how the Trump’s administration executive orders on funding and
programs may impact the processing of their G.I. claims and their
G.I. benefits.

Let me ask you one last question, Mr. Smith. Since these execu-
tive orders have been announced have veterans reached out con-
cerned about the impact of the changes under education services
and benefits?

Mr. SMITH. I am unaware of any call traffic specifically tagged
to the executive orders but I could certainly research that.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Do you have more calls this last week than you
had before?

Mr. SMITH. I am unsure what our call volumes are right now.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Can you check on that for me? Thank you.

Mr. SMITH. Certainly.

Ms. RAMIREZ. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentlelady yields back. Interestingly
enough we have a senior enlisted guy here, we have got a warrant
officer, and a commissioned officer, right? Correct? Army Intel?
That is an oxymoron right there, I will tell you to be honest with

you.
I would like to just publicly state that from my perspective I do
not recall a single instance where we cared about the color of some-
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one’s skin, their gender, their religion, or what they do in the pri-
vacy of their own home.

I think we all need to get back to that position and I can affirma-
tively speak with confidence from the Trump administration from
their perspective that they do not care about the color of your skin,
your gender, your religion, or what you do in the privacy of your
home, an that we will be approaching, they will be approaching as
will this subcommittee from an absolutely, 100 percent neutral per-
spective and if anyone chooses to not do that then they are no
longer welcome on this subcommittee, and that is how we are doing
our business. That is cut and dry. That is the formal policy, and
Mr. Pappas, I have not even discussed this, but we are not doing
this correct?

Mr. Pappas. Doing what?

Mr. VAN ORDEN. We are not going to, we are not going to look
at people through these individual lenses?

Mr. PappAs. Well I would be happy to have a conversation about
it.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Okay.

Mr. PappAas. What the VA needs to do to reach underserved vet-
erans——

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Yes, 100——

Mr. PAPPAS [continuing]. so I think there is a——

Mr. VAN ORDEN.—percent.

Mr. PAPPAS [continuing]. legitimate concern about Diversity, Eq-
uity, and Inclusion (DEI) going away and us not being able to seek
out those veterans that deserve and need assistance. I think that
is the concern that Mrs. Ramirez was expressing, and I support her
questions.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Yes. I do not get me wrong, my, I have tremen-
dous amount of respect for you, ma’am. I just want to tell you that
our prospective as veterans from the entire stratified levels of the
military is we just do not see things that way and we served, Tom,
how long have you, how long were in?

Mr. BARRETT. Twenty-two years, Mr. Chair.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. I was 26, how about you, Mr. Hamadeh?

Mr. HAMADEH. Eighteen.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Okay. We have got 60 years of military experi-
ence here. I am just saying that we do not see it that way. If there
is anything we can potentially do better to reach all of our vet-
erans, if you had that flag on your shoulder I am with you. Just
to be clear so we are on the same sheet. Very well.

The chair now recognizes Mr. Ciscomani from the great state of
Arizona for 5 minutes.

Mr. CiscoMANI. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. You know, one of the
major focuses that I have, that I have had since getting here to
Congress and being on this, on this committee, is the transition
from active-duty service into veteran, into civilian life and also
what that means for them in terms of job opportunities.

I have an advisory council that I formed two years ago where I
have 20 veterans in my district and they range from enlisted and
being in for four years, all the way up to retired generals of 35-
plus years of service. It helps me get a real sense of what the tran-
sition looks like and it looks differently for every person out there.
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This is one of the main things that I hear in our community that
the different opportunities that veterans can have.

With my bill, the Senator Elizabeth Dole 21st Century Veterans
Health Care and Benefits Improvement Act, that you mentioned
just a little bit ago now being law, I look forward to the many edu-
cation opportunities for veterans that will be created as a result of
this enactment, from commercial drivers licenses to careers in com-
puter science, this bill puts veterans and their loved ones first by
extending popular programs like the VET TEC, eliminating red
tape for more opportunities in education for veterans and expand-
ing the Fry Scholarship benefits for surviving spouses and those
who remarry as well.

I look forward to continuing to hear more from you all on how
the VA is putting our veterans first through their educational jour-
ney. In this particular topic, Mr. Smith, as you know VET TEC is
an important higher education program that has put thousands of
veterans into high paying jobs across the country, so I look forward
to seeing this continued. What does the VA plan to, when—I am
sorry.?When does the VA begin to enroll veterans in this program
again?

Mr. SMITH. Thank you for the question, sir. We are still working
on an implementation plan. I do not have a date yet, but I would
be happy to bring that back to you and Congress once we have it?

Mr. CiscoMANI. Is there a sense of urgency on this? This is an
important aspect of the overall bill, you know, this has been a pilot
program that was highly successful, so I am hoping that we have
a sense of priority and urgency on this one.

Mr. SMITH. Yes, sir.

Mr. CiSCOMANI. On the, a provision in the legislation states that
4,000 student can be enrolled annually. Do you believe this number
will be reached, will be reached this year? If you expect Congress
will need to increase that number in the future?

Mr. SMITH. Again I think I need to get some understanding of
what the implementation timeline looks like. We are looking care-
fully at improving the payment processing systems and our ability
to manage this through our digital G.I. Bill platform to ensure that
we have payment integrity and are reaching the right veterans, so
once we get all of that lined out within an implementation timeline
I would be happy to talk to you more.

Mr. CiscOMANI. I am very interested in talking about that spe-
cific timeline. The federal government is not know for its expedi-
ency, so I think we need to really make sure that this is moving
quickly and swiftly.

We have, it is 4,000 a year. In my district alone we have almost
80,000 veterans. That is my district alone, one of 435 in the Na-
tion.

That we, in my mind there is, you know, ever reason to reach
the 4,000 and hoping that you come back and request for more be-
cause this is a highly successful program that we need to make
sure that that happens. What about other aspects of the bill like
tﬁe (Fry Scholarship, is, how is that going and where are we on
that?

Mr. SMITH. Yes, sir. The extension of delimiting dates for Fry
Scholars, that is already completed because that was something
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that we could handle in just regulations. We are moving forward
with that.

Mr. CiscoMaNI. I will ask the same follow-up question. What are
the, what is the timeline on this? What are you, what are you
thinking?

Mr. SMITH. I will ask Mr. Ruhlman to give me some help with
that. I believe it is already done.

Mr. RUHLMAN. Yes. There actually two Fry provisions, the first
one, Section 201, which as to do with a temporary expansion of Fry
Scholarship benefits and that is for terms that start on August 1st,
2025. We do expect right now to be receiving applications as of
April 1st for that, so it should be before anyone has the chance to
enroll and use those benefits.

For Section 202, which has to do with the delimiting date and
remarriage. We can actually handle that procedurally because it is
not something where it is determined by the computer system.
That one actually was implemented on January 30th.

Mr. CiscoMANI. Basically we are ready to roll on this, right? We,
you know,——

Mr. RUHLMAN. Yes.

Mr. CiscoMaNI. We are now ensured that providers and students
are able to participate in these programs, and specifically the Fry
Scholarship that is ready to go?

Mr. RUHLMAN. For the delimiting date and remarriage, yes.

Mr. CiscoMANI Okay. Well I am out of time but my, I would like
to just get a sense of the timeline for the VET TEC please as spe-
cific as you can and with specific metrics on the goals of reaching
the participants on there and also on the remaining parts of the
Fry Scholarship. Thank you. Chairman——

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman

Mr. C1sCOMANTI. I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman yields back. The chair now rec-
ognizes Mr. Hamadeh for 5 minutes. Welcome aboard, sir.

Mr. HAMADEH. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Your previous com-
ments are exactly spot on, the only thing we care about is the
American flag on our right shoulders

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Right.

Mr. HAMADEH. Right. As an Army veteran myself and a member
of this committee, I am deeply troubled by the ongoing failures of
the VA education service bureaucracy to efficiently deliver on the
commitments we owe to those who have served.

The post 911 G.I. Bill was meant to expand opportunity but
today bureaucratic failures at the VA are delaying benefits, in-
creasing costs, and making it harder for veterans to access the edu-
cation they have earned.

The botched digital G. I. Bill roll out is a prime example. What
was supposed to streamline benefits ballooned from $470 million to
nearly $1 billion. I mean that is embarrassing in the private sector.
That should be embarrassing in the government as well. It remains
plagued by delays.

Meaningless burden like excessive risked based surveys are forc-
ing legitimate schools to drop G.I. Bill eligibility and the disastrous
Rudisill expansion could cost taxpayers $10 billion with VA bu-
reaucracy unilaterally adding to the federal deficit. We need ac-
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countability, not excuses. Now the VA must work for the veteran,
not against them. Those who served our nation deserve the best.

Now Mr. Smith, the VA has set a November 2025 to final com-
plete transitioning VA education benefits to a long delayed digital
G.I. Bill platform. This timeline has already slipped before so what
is VA doing to ensure that the digital G.I. Bill program stays on
track for this release?

Mr. SMITH. Thank you for the question, sir. Let me say first you
have my commitment to be accountable and to ensure that we are
doing all we can to right by veterans, this committee and get it
right for those that have earned the benefits.

We are on track for November 2025 to be off the BDN or the ben-
efits delivery network COBOL based system. We have had a suc-
cessful transition this month with our first non-Chapter 33 claims
processing. We will move Chapter 35 dependents education assist-
ance next month and we are on track still with that overall deploy-
ment in by November.

Mr. HAMADEH. Well it has been 55 days since Chairman Bost
sent a letter demanding answers regarding the failed implementa-
tion of the Digital G.I. Bill platform. I am just curious why the
committee has not received a response?

Mr. SmiTH. I will have to get back to you, sir. [——

Mr. HAMADEH. Have you seen the letter?

Mr. SMITH. No, sir, [—

Mr. HAMADEH. This was to the previous secretary. I am just won-
dering if there was any transition period, you know, from when you
came in to see that letter?

Mr. SMITH. I have not yet in the first week on the job. I will cer-
tainly go back and look for that.

Mr. HAMADEH. All right. Mr. Chairman, I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you. The chair now recognizes them-
selves in the third party for 5 minutes. It just sounds so silly, does
not it? Mr. Smith, where is your predecessor?
ber. SMITH. Sir, Senior Executive Service is designed as a flexi-

e__

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Just tell me where he is at?

Mr. SMITH. He has been reassigned to another business line.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Why would you suppose that is, Mr. Smith? The
VA moves at its own speed. I ask unanimous consent that this from
April 1st, 2023, this press release from the Department of Veterans
éil;fairs is entered into the record. Without objection, so ordered.

ay.

Budget cut proposals would hurt veterans. This is from April
21st. This is what you said that our budget cuts were going to
threaten medical care for veterans. It did not happen. Undermine
access to telehealth, as a matter of fact we expanded it. That did
not happen. Worsen wait times for benefits, that did not happen.
Prevent construction on health care facilities and veterans needs,
that did not happen. Failed to honor the memory of all veterans,
we actually increased the budget by $81 million for our cemeteries
overseas. Cut housing for veterans, no. Increase food insecurity for
veterans, no. Deprive veterans of mental health, substance abuse,
and other health services, no. Eliminate job training and support
homeless veterans, no. Okay.
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This is still on your website. Okay. Enough of this trash. When
we are talking, look, the Trump administration has been in office
for three weeks and one day. That is still on your website, and it
is a pack of political lies. Enough. I am sick of this garbage, man.

In 2020, there were 657,928 veterans using education services. In
2024, there is over 900,000. Okay. That is a 39.7 percent increase
in participants and yet you have an 81.4 percent increase in your
employees that are servicing this stuff with a 5 percent increase in
funding. The math is not mathing, sir. You have bloated your bu-
reaucracy and actually shrunk the ability of veterans to get edu-
cation benefits. You have done that.

I know you have been in office for a week and there is a reason
your predecessor is not longer sitting there because of rampant fail-
ure. It is just bad. You said you are taking immediate action to cor-
rect these things What is a specific example of an immediate action
tha:c) you have taken, Mr. Smith, to correct these deficiencies, just
one’

Mr. SMITH. Sir, I am very interested in improving

Mr. VAN ORDEN. All right. Stop. Let us, no, you are, no. That is
not it. No. I, maybe you are not catching on. We are not going to
do this any longer. I will be in office for at least a year and a half
or whatever it is left, and I do not care. I honest to God do not care
if I am sitting in this chair two years from now. I do care if you
are sitting in that chair two minutes from now. You have men-
tioned accountability four times in your oral testimony. What does
accountability mean to you?

Mr. SMITH. Sir, we need to improve our ability to manage risk,
the schedule scope and cost.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Are you aware of a single bureaucrat in the VA
being fired for poor performance, one, are you aware of one?

Mr. SMITH. There are individuals that are terminated, sir. I can-
not begin to tell you the reason.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Yes. How many guys have been laid or gals who
have been laid off for abject failure? Yes.

Mr. SMITH. I would have to get some information from our HR
providers.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Well please do. As a Member of Congress it is
not my job to fire people in the executive branch. That is just not
my function. I am asking you if you are aware of people that have
been terminated for poor performance, and that is just——

Mr. SMITH. Yes.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. That is not my job. Okay. Good. I would like
to correct, Mr. Hamadeh. It did not blow up from $460 million to
$960 million. It actually started, the bid that you guys put in was
$25 million. $25 million when you could have just used the Pell
Grant process to do the electronic G.I. Bill, but you put in a bid
for $25 million that is now $960 million, and I still do not think
it is going to be done in time. My time has expired. I do not know,
Mr. Pappas would like to do a second-round question, so the chair
now recognizes Mr. Pappas for 5 minutes.

Mr. PappAs. Thank you. I want to ask about implementation of
a provision that was included in the Dole Act. I helped introduce
a bipartisan bill. It is the Veteran Improvement Commercial Driv-
er’s License Act. This was included in Dole Act. It is based on the
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notion that we should be cutting red tape to ease veterans transi-
tion into the civilian workforce and help them find long term se-
cure employment.

I am wondering if VA has established the criteria and reporting
requirements for commercial driver training programs that are
seeking quicker approvals to open a new location and how VA will
track Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) schools performance? If
you can fill in some detail there, that would be helpful?

Mr. SMITH. Yes. I can tell you that we are still working to imple-
ment that, and it is on track for March 2025, and I would like Mr.
Ruhlman to give some more details.

Mr. RUHLMAN. Yes, we are working with our state approving
agency partners in order to develop everything that we do need to
implement that program, and we are working to develop some
measurable requirements for really all of these provisions espe-
cially VET TEC because of what you quoted was actually specifi-
cally almost verbatim from a GAO report and that is something
that we are trying to meet those requirements for the various pro-
visions of the Dole Act.

Mr. PAppaAs. Okay. Because this is job training, how will VA keep
track of employment outcomes, and will VA take steps to hold CDL
schools that have low outcomes accountable in some way?

Mr. RUHLMAN. Yes, we are focusing certainly on veteran out-
comes. That is something that we have been working on over the
past few years to get a better gauge of not only graduation but em-
ployment, income, and seeing really how long they are in the job
as well. That is certainly something that we want to do with truck-
ing programs as well.

I know as far as actions to be taken if a threshold is not met,
the authority to suspend or withdraw approval is generally held by
our state approving agency partners which is why we would want
to include them in the conversation but I think that we all have
broad agreement that we only want to send veterans to schools
that have good positive outcomes for veterans and we will continue
to work with them as we roll this out have all the policies in place
by March 30th, and then move out in the 360 cadence as required
by statute after that.

Mr. PappaAs. Okay. I really appreciate those comments. Thank
you very much. Mr. Smith, if I could turn back to you.

Committee staff traveled to Muskogee recently. As you know VA
employee 1,500 individuals there that receive calls for education
service. Wondering if you can build up on your testimony and give
us the current performance of that site. How are we doing?

Mr. SMITH. Yes, sir. I can tell you that they are working dili-
gently to process all of their fall enrollments. I think that their per-
formance is really solid given the fact that they are working
through a high number of Rudisill inspired claims.

Mr. PappAs. Is everyone onsite and working in person or are
some of these people remote?

Mr. SMiTH. They are not remote, but they are still, they have
until the 28th of April to return to the office.

Mr. PAppPAS. Can you give us some more information because we
have heard these concerns not just with this facility but with other
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VA facilities, just about the status of workspace. Is there enough
workspace for 1,500 people to be in the office in person?

Mr. SMITH. I am not aware of the details in Muskogee, but I
could certainly find that out for you?

Mr. PAPPAS. Yes, we would like some more detail on that because
if VA’s requiring all individuals at this office to be in person and
that could potentially result in a loss of productivity if we do not
have adequate space for these folks or greater expense to be able
to build out space. I am just wondering if VA would reconsider the
decision for this particular facility, which seems to be operating at
a high level of productivity that has made significant strides in an-
swering calls and serving veterans?

Mr. SMITH. Understood, sir. I am certainly sure that the Acting
Undersecretary and Secretary will consider that.

Mr. PAappas. Well I appreciate that. I think as we move forward
we do need to make sure that those who are experts in this work,
who are front-line workers who talk to veterans day in, and day
out have a voice in the process and that is one thing that I will
continue to try to bring out through these hearings because I think
too often we do not see those people. That can give us important
feedback about how to improve processes and again how to reach
that end veteran who we owe a great debt to. Thank you, Mr.
Chairman. I yield back.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman yields back. Mr. Barrett, the
chair now recognizes you for 5 minutes.

Mr. BARRETT. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Mr. Smith, Mr.
Ruhlman, I listened to a lot of your testimony today. I brought this
up in my meeting yesterday. I have been a Member of Congress
now I think 38 days so there is a lot that I am absorbing and learn-
ing about, but I can tell you that one consistent denominator of all
of this is that we have these systems, these Information Technology
(IT) systems that are intended to be implemented that go exponen-
tially overbudget, fail to deliver, veterans suffer as a result, the
taxpayers do not get the value for the money that they have sent
here. We sit as a panel on a committee, ask questions. We do not
get specific answers and then the process, rinse and repeat every
two years and the feeling is that the institutional members of the
VA wait us out.

There is a two term, you know the clock is running. The hour-
glass is going through, wait two more years, new faces will be up
here, new people will be there. They will ask you the same ques-
tions and the process will repeat.

I am the chairman of the technology modernization sub-
committee. We have been looking at this electronic health record
debacle that we have been facing. Now this digital G.I. Bill, these
consistent problems with implementation of large-scale IT projects.
Wha‘% can you tell us to restore, number 1, that confidence and
trust?

I mean I was looking at your biography and, you know, I am an
Army grunt that got elected to Congress. I have been here 38 days.
I am not an expert in human capital utilization and financial stew-
ardship as you are, so help me understand how it is that the com-
mon denominator of all of this is that we are always overbudget,
under delivering, and as a result of that we have less to invest in
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the services that veterans have earned because we are spending
money on these projects that fail to deliver.

Mr. SMITH. Yes, sir. I appreciate your comments. I agree with
you that that is a lot of money. There is no doubt about that. We
are—] think generally we need to be accountable to delivering
these IT systems. We need to make sure

Mr. BARRETT. I would say specifically, not generally.

Mr. SMITH. Yes. We need to make sure that we are identifying
risk early, that we are setting scope, budget, and deliverable sched-
ules that match the capability of the provider and that we hold
them accountable as well to achieve those objectives?

Mr. BARRETT. Why does not that happen? Like it cannot just be
that we should do these things. We do not live in Should Land. We
live in Real World and that has not happened and it does not hap-
pen. It continues to not happen.

You know, as they say the definition of insanity is doing the
same thing over again and expecting a different result. I feel like
we are there, and we have done that, and we expect a different re-
sult, and we expect accountability, and you promise accountability
but then we never actually see that in action.

Did we follow, for example, the GAO’s advice about how to imple-
ment these projects? I know they have done a lot of work around
large-scale IT projects, and it feel like VA continues to disregard
their recommendations and advice. Was that followed in this, in
this instance?

Mr. SMITH. I am not certain, sir, whether they followed those
provisions. I have not had a chance to review all of that. I can tell
you that the Inspector General (IG) did an audit of our deployment
of DGIB and found that we needed to make some improvements in
creating an integrated master schedule, communicating better with
the vendor, and ensuring that we are identifying early and often
areas that could cause critical failures. I do not believe that hap-
pened before, but that is my commitment to you that that is where
I am going.

Mr. BARRETT. What actionable steps are we going to be able to
have, so for example, when you come to my subcommittee down the
road, what actionable steps are we going to have by then to ensure
that we have moved the ball forward in this regard, that we are
actually going to stick the landing and get this thing done in the
timeline that was promised, that we are going to, you know, make
a turnaround and get this done in a way that we will actual deliver
results for veterans?

Mr. SMITH. We are working right now to address the findings or
the recommendations of IG, but that is not enough. I want to really
underscore the need to ensure that the culture of the individuals
that are working on this project understand this and understand
the expectation that we should be underbudget, not overbudget.

Mr. BARRETT. Would you say that you have the capacity to dis-
miss people who do not share that shared value with you?

Mr. SMITH. Yes, sir.

Mr. BARRETT. You do not need any further authority from Con-
gress or the executive in order to do that?

Mr. SMITH. No, sir.

Mr. BARRETT. Okay. Thank you, Mr. Chairman, I yield back.
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Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman yields back. I just want to, we
did have this hearing yesterday with Mr. Barrett, and do you now
have a schedule for the digital G.I. Bill, do you have a schedule,
like boom, we are doing it on this day?

Mr. SMITH. My understanding is that yes, we have developed an
integrated master schedule.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Do we have the integrated master schedule?
Anybody? You got it? Do you have one? No. Okay. If you have one
it would be great if you shared it with us because we have to fund
that thing. If we do not have it, and you did, and we have been
asking for a year or so for this, that is a problem. Now, Mr. Smith,
I understand you have been in this job for a week. Believe it or not
you are getting some grace from this committee and that stops
after this committee hearing. The Veterans Affairs Administration
is responsible for blowing through billions of dollars to say that, to
that the VA. Administration spends money like a drunken sailor is
not accurate, because when drunken sailor runs out of money he
goes back to the ship. We are not the ship any more, pal. I hope
that is really clear with everybody here. I believe that we have
found common ground, Mr. Pappas. We are going to approach the
executive branch, and I think it would be, it would make more
sense if people returned to their previous disposition prior to
COVID. If we have folks that were working remotely at this call
center, it is an old grocery store, if they were not physically located
in that building then I do not know how if they returned to work
that that would be beneficial. They are, you said 500, like 500
desks short and IT equipment? We will take that for action because
that just does not make sense to me. I think it is pretty clear. I
mean we are now into the Trump administration, and I speak to
you the same way I did with people under the Biden administra-
tion, and I just do not care what political party you are affiliated
with. I do not care. This make sense, it appears to make sense and
so we will take that for action, sir. Yes. Okay.

Mr. Pappas, do you have any closing comments?

Mr. PAPPAS. Just——

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Oh, sorry wait. The chair now recognizes the
ranking member for any closing——

Mr. PAPPAS. Thank you.

Mr. VAN ORDEN.—comments he may or may not have.

Mr. PappAS. Thank you to our witnesses and look I have served
on this committee for six years. This is my fourth term now. I have
served during presidents, administrations of both parties and I
think the commitment has to be the same to provide the oversight
that Congress is required to do. At the end of the day I know that
everyone around this table shares the same commitment to our na-
tion’s veterans. We may come at it from different perspectives from
time to time, but I really join you in trying to seek that common
ground and trying to seek better outcomes for veterans. At the end
of the day that is how our success is going to be measured here on
this subcommittee and on the full committee. I really look forward
to the work ahead. Thank you.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman yields back. I do not really have
closing comments other than the fact that I would like to thank
Ranking Member Pappas and everybody for participating in today’s
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hearing. I ask unanimous consent that all members have 5 legisla-
tive days to revised and extend their remarks and exclude extra-
neous materials, and without objection so ordered, this hearing is
now adjourned.

[Whereupon, at 11:24 a.m., the subcommittee was adjourned.]
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Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Pappas, and other Members of the
Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to discuss the Department of Veterans
Affairs (VA) delivery of education benefits to the Nation’s noble Veterans and their
families. Accompanying me today is James Ruhiman, Deputy Director of Education
Service.

VA'’s education programs provide Veterans, Service members, reservists, and
certain family members of Veterans with educational resources meant to enhance the
Nation’s competitiveness by developing a more highly educated and more productive
workforce. VA remains committed to providing excellent customer service to those
applying for and in receipt of these benefits.

VA's top education priority is to ensure customer experience excellence for Gl
Bill beneficiaries and those who support them, such as the School Certifying Officials
(SCO) and the 53 State Approving Agencies (SAA). VA is also focused on a continuous
improvement mindset and leveraging technology to ensure that VA meets the primary
objective of customer experience excellence. To achieve customer service excellence,
VA will focus on completing the Digital Gl Bill platform, strengthening collaborative ties
with industry partners, and implementing new legislation, such as the most recent
Elizabeth Dole Act.

Customer Experience

Under the Gl Bill, VA’s Education Service is responsible for approval of programs
submitted by institutes of higher learning or non-college degree providers. VA has made
efforts to leverage technology and improve its workload management to reduce the
average days to complete program approvals from several weeks to approximately
5 days. The improvement has made a positive impact on when student Veterans and
beneficiaries can enroll and pursue their academic and training goals.

Page 1 of 8
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Through VA'’s Digital Gl Bill (DGIB) modernization efforts, in August 2022,
original education benefit claims could be submitted electronically for the first time. Now,
through this groundbreaking initiative, beneficiaries can receive their Certificate of
Eligibility in a matter of minutes instead of weeks, allowing a faster start to their
academic pursuit. As of January 2025, approximately 50% of original claims are
submitted electronically, while electronic supplemental claim submissions hover near
70%, up from under 40% in March 2021.

It is paramount to deliver education benefits to our customers in a safer and more
secure system. In July 2024, VA Education Service met a significant milestone with
DGIB modernization, which moved 87% of education benefit payments off the over 50-
year-old legacy COBOL language-based system, Benefits Delivery Network (BDN). VA
is on track to implement the next major release by November 2025, continuing the
migration of education benefits from the legacy BDN system.

VA'’s proactive efforts to enhance customer experience for educational benefits
are making a difference. Tangible measures include VA VSignals Survey Trust Scores
that are calculated for all the business lines. VA Education Service has some of the
highest trust scores in the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) based on customer
survey results, and the trend continues to be positive. In fiscal year (FY) 2024, 87.4%
responded favorably to enrolling in school (71.7% in FY 2022), and 85.6% responded
favorably to receiving their education benefits (75.3% in FY 2022). Additionally, VA
Education Service received recognition through the VBA Customer Experience annual
awards for the last 2 consecutive years.

Strengthening Partnerships and Veteran Network Support

SAAs are charged with approving education and training programs, including on-
the-job training meeting the criteria of 38 U.S.C. § 3677 and registered apprenticeship
programs, to ensure that such programs meet approval requirements through various
approval activities, such as evaluating course quality, assessing school financial
stability, and monitoring student progress. VA also utilizes the SAAs’ services to assist
with conducting program oversight activities by performing Risk-Based Surveys at
educational institutions with approved programs.

VA Education Service meets regularly with the leadership of the National
Association of State Approving Agencies (NASAA), and by leveraging a collaborative
partnership, VA has improved how Risk Based Surveys are conducted. The FY 2024
distribution of work significantly reduced the number of Risk Based Surveys while
increasing the level of supervisory visits, designed for a more collaborative approach
with the schools. The joint effort between NASAA and VA Education Service had
impetus from the House Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity oversight hearing held
on September 20, 2023, on Risk Based Surveys management, and VA appreciates the
Congressional role in making oversight more effective.
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VA also maintains key partnerships with thousands of dedicated SCOs and other
staff at institutions that provide education and training to student Veterans and their
families. The SCOs are often the first touch point at an institution, providing guidance
and support while also processing student enroliments. In March 2023, as part of the
DGIB technology enhancements, the VA Once legacy platform was replaced by the new
Enroliment Manager system. In a January 2025 SCO forum, 99% of survey respondents
responded favorably that they are more comfortable submitting enroliments with
Enrollment Manager. VA prioritizes consistent and transparent communication with the
SCO community, with outreach through SCO Newsletters, emails, monthly virtual
training and information events, large conference gatherings, and numerous Gl Bill
roadshows to schools throughout the Nation.’

VA continues partnerships with the Department of Defense (DoD). Since early
FY 2024, Education Service and DoD have worked collaboratively to address data
quality and align priorities to ensure Veteran and beneficiary data does not adversely
impact the DGIB initiative. In FY 2025, VA and DoD are focused on addressing quality
data aligned to Post-911 GI Bill usage, Active Service member data, and the Transfer of
Entitlement to family members to deliver accurate automated benefits.

Veterans Service Organizations (VSO) and Veteran-related non-profits are
another set of valued partners that drive support for student Veterans and their families.
Education Service hosts a monthly VSO stakeholder call to share updates on various
initiatives and to answer questions or concerns. When appropriate, special sessions on
topics such as the Supreme Court’s Rudisill v McDonough decision are hosted for
continued engagement with stakeholders. VSOs and Veteran non-profits are regular
guest speakers at Education Service employee quarterly all-hands gatherings and
spotlight the mission and goals of their organizations. VA attends VSO events, such as
being a guest speaker at the American Legion 80th anniversary of the Gl Bill legislation
event.

Education Service is also collaborating with partners from the private sector,
including International Business Machines (IBM). IBM and VA continue to work together
to pilot and scale the IBM SkillsBuild program.? This free online learning allows adult
learners to access information technology skills and forge bridges to current technology
demands. By offering access to 1,000+ courses on workplace skills, like collaboration
and presentation, data analytics, cybersecurity, Artificial Intelligence, and cloud
computing, IBM SkillsBuild helps create pathways for career success. Through the IBM
SkillsBuild partnership, Veterans can participate in online coursework, receive resume-
building credentials, and receive one-on-one mentoring. These participants earn IBM-
branded digital certificates to certify their relevant skills in emerging technologies and
related proficiencies to prepare them for successful careers in technology.

1 https://www.va.gov/school-administrators/
2 Free Skills-Based Learning From Technology Experts | IBM SkillsBuild
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In FY 2024, VA, in collaboration with IBM, have created custom learning plans to
upskill Veterans, their families, and caregivers. VA Education Service and IBM continue
to refine and rollout additional customized skills pathways while strategizing to increase
learner participation and engagement. Graph 1 showcases the growth over FY 2024
with the inclusion of dependents being eligible to use the program.

Graph 1
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The above graph 1 displays the progression of learners within the “IBM SkillsBuild VA
Program 2024”. It tracks the number of learners from the initial upload to SkillsBuild,
through account activation, and finally to the total engaged learners in 2024. The data
are broken down by month (April, June, September) for each cohort.

IBM SkillsBuild Enroliment
A total of 12,215 learners enrolled in IBM SkillsBuild in FY 2024.

o 5,933 in April, 3,146 in June, and 3,136 in September.
1. Activated SkillsBuild Accounts:
o Out of the enrolled learners, 6,185 activated their SkillsBuild accounts.
o This represents a 51% activation rate.
o The monthly breakdown is: 3,287 in April, 1,439 in June, and 1,459 in
September.
2. Total Engaged Learners 2024:
o The final cohort shows 3,593 engaged learners in FY 2024.
o This represents a 58% engagement rate from the activated accounts.
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o The monthly breakdown is: 1,414 in April, 963 in June, and 1,216 in
September.

While the initial upload and account activation numbers show a decrease from April to
June 2024, the engagement numbers show an increase from June to September 2024.
As illustrated in graph 2, the cybersecurity cohort has the most interest shown and
number of engaged learners, showing a high demand for this very important skillset.

Graph 2
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Regulatory Changes

VA is constantly working to improve regulations to reduce impacts on students,
taxpayers, and schools—always with the best interests of Veterans and their family
members as our guiding principle. VA is focused on safeguarding Veterans and
taxpayer dollars from those who might look to take advantage of the generous laws
Congress has enacted to honor Service members for their service, dedication, and
sacrifice for the Nation. VA issues regulations to make it easier for students to utilize
benefits in a way that maximizes the value of the benefit and minimizes the workload
burden for schools while remaining bound by the specific authority granted to the
agency by Congress. In addition, VA issues regulations when Congress mandates that
rulemakings be promulgated to fulfill the Congressional intent of the law. For example,
last year Education Service published the final rule AR56: 85/15 Rule Calculations,
Waiver Criteria, and Reports. In that rule, VA simplified the rules for schools, making it
easier for schools to correctly report when aid provided by the educational institution is
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considered institutional aid. This will reduce the administrative burden on schools in
calculating the “85/15 rule,” where statute requires that no more than 85% of the
students in a program of education can have all or part of their tuition, fees, or other
charges paid to or for them by their educational institution or VA. This rule, in
conjunction with VA’s implementation of the Ensuring the Best Schools for Veterans Act
of 2022, P.L. 117-174, has made it easier for Veterans to access quality opportunities at
more schools.

Rudisill Supreme Court Decision Implementation

On April 16, 2024, with the Rudisill v. McDonough decision,® the Supreme Court
decided that beneficiaries who earn educational benefits under the Montgomery Gl Bill
(MGIB) and the Post-9/11 Gl Bill (PGIB) may access benefits under either program for a
maximum of 48 months of benefits. Before the Court’s decision, though eligible for both
benefits, beneficiaries who wanted to use their PGIB benefits had to forfeit using any
remaining MGIB benefits, even when PGIB eligibility was based on a period of service
separate from the period of service that MGIB eligibility was based upon. Additionally,
beneficiaries who previously used MGIB had months of entitlement for PGIB limited to
the number of remaining MGIB months of entittlement. These requirements are no
longer valid, and VA estimates this ruling potentially affects approximately 1,040,000
Veterans.

In implementing the Rudisill decision, VA chose a Veteran-centric approach.
While the Court decision would have awarded additional entitlement to some impacted
Veterans, some Veterans would have been unable to use the additional entitlement due
to their education benefits expiration date. VA exercised discretionary authority to
extend the expiration dates in certain situations.

VA launched an extensive outreach campaign, including publishing a news
release, sending email notifications to identified beneficiary populations, posting social
media, sending notifications to SCOs, updates to VSOs and Congress, speaking at the
Student Veterans of America annual conference, and publishing a Rudisill Landing
Page* website that includes Frequently Asked Questions and an interactive tool to help
individuals determine if Rudisill benefits could apply to them. Additionally, on January 7,
2025, VA hosted a satellite media tour to reach local and regional media outlets,
completing 17 television interviews and four radio interviews, which garnered more than
16 million total impressions, including more than 12 million from broadcast and 4.3
million from unique mobile webpage visitors.

The Regional Processing Offices in Muskogee, Oklahoma, and Buffalo, New
York, are leveraging overtime and seasonal capacity to process Rudisill claims. Priority
is given to those in an education program with no or limited education benefits

3 https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/23pdf/22-888 1b8e.pdf
4 hitps://benefits.va.gov/GIBILL/rudisill.asp
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remaining. Approximately 15,000 claims have been completed as of the end of January
2025.

Senator Elizabeth Dole 21st Century Veterans Healthcare and Benefits
Improvement Act

The Senator Elizabeth Dole 21st Century Veterans Healthcare and Benefits
Improvement Act, P.L. 118-210, signed on January 2, 2025, provides significant health
care reform for Veterans and expands educational benefit opportunities. The 15
education related provisions include another version of the popular Veterans
Technology Education Courses (VET TEC) program which sunset in 2024. In addition,
the law also includes several additional education benefits-related provisions, including
the following:

e Temporarily expanding Fry Scholarship benefits to a child or spouse of an
individual who dies of a service-connected disability within 120 days of
separation from service, as well as allowing surviving spouses to retain Fry
Scholarship eligibility even after remarriage,

e Improving accountability and oversight by creating an affirmative duty on schools
to notify the SAA, or VA when acting as an SAA, when the school is subject to
certain adverse actions.

e Providing greater leeway for VA to be able to grant waivers to accredited
institutions of higher learning that are prevented from or choose not to participate
in Federal Financial Student Aid under Title IV.

e Providing an exemption for certain commercial driver training programs, which
will eliminate a current bar to approval for these programs.

e Requiring certain schools to make digital transcripts available.

e Providing expanded benefits payments without accompanying entitlement
charges for students completing their final term of their academic term.

e Requiring VA to make improvements to the Gl Bill Comparison Tool.5

A landing page, similar to the page created by VA for the Rudisill decision, is in
development to provide application information to both Veterans and the training
providers. VA is currently working through implementation of all provisions of P.L. 118-
210.

Conclusion

VA continues to address multiple priorities, including the ongoing efforts of DGIB
modernization, the continued implementation plan of the Rudisill Supreme Court
decision that impacts over a million potential beneficiaries, and the enactment of the
many education-related provisions of the Senator Dole Act signed in January. VA
recognizes challenges and improvement opportunities remain, including those from the

5 https:/iwww.va.gov/education/gi-bill-comparison-tool/
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Office of Inspector General and other audit report recommendations. VA appreciates
Congress’ continued interest and support in improving these programs, and VA will
continue to keep Congress apprised of progress.

VA remains committed to delivering timely and accurate education claims
decisions to all Veterans, dependents, and survivors while providing a world-class
experience. | hope this testimony provides insight into this commitment. As always, VA
looks forward to the continued oversight Congress provides and the partnership of our
stakeholders. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Pappas, this concludes my
statement. My colleague and | would be glad to answer any questions you or the other
Members of the Subcommittee may have.
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‘The Honorable Derrick Van Orden ‘The Honorable Chris Pappas
Subcommittee Chairman Subcommittee Ranking Member
Economic Opportunity Economic Opportunity

Veterans Affairs Committee Veterans Affairs Committee

United States House of Representatives United States House of Representatives
Washington, D.C. 20515 Washington, DC 20515

Subject: Subject: Statement for the Record — “Bureaucratic Barriers: Making VBA Education Services Work for Veterans and
Not the Burcaucracy”

Dear Chairman Van Orden and Ranking Member Pappas:

On behalf of the Defense Credit Union Council (DCUC) as well as the millions of service members, veterans, and military
familics we serve, we submit this letter in advance of the hearing titled “Bureaucratic Barriers: Making VB:
Work for Veterans and Not the Bureaucracy.” DCUC represents credit unions stateside and overseas serving military and veteran
communities as well as their families, encompassing over 40 million members and having over $525 billion in assets. For

lecades, defense credit unions have been at the forefront of providing financial readiness. education, and resources that support
veterans in accessing and managing their carned benefits, including those administered by the Veterans Benefits Administration
(VBA).

Defense credit unions play a crucial role in helping veterans navigate the VA benefits system. including GI Bill education
benefits, VA home loans, and disability As £ fit, ib d financial , defense credit
unions provide financial counseling, direct deposit services, loan programs, and educational workshaps to help veterans maximize
their benefits and achieve long-term financial success.

Facilitating VA Benefits Access and Financial Education

We ly develop and disseminate educational resources for our members. including our Vererans Guide: Understanding
Your Benefits. This guide helps credit unions keep their veteran members informed about available programs and benefits while
providing practical strategies for achicving both immediate and long-term financial goals. Designed to empower veterans and
their familics with valuable financial insights, our guide has also been thoroughly reviewed by the Veterans Bencfits
Administration (VBA) to ensure accuracy and relevance.

1. GI Bill and Educational Benefits Support:

« Defense credit unions provide financial literacy programs to student veterans to help them understand — how to
‘manage their VA education benefits, tuition payments. and cost-of-living expenses.

* Many defense credit unions offer customized financial products tailored to student veterans, such as low- interest
emergency loans or grants to cover unexpected education-related costs.

2. VA Home Loan Assistance:

« Defense credit unions are leading participants in the VA Home Loan Program, cnsuring veterans receive —the benefits
of zero-down mortgages with competitive intercst rates.

« They offer one-on-one counseling o veterans on navigating the VA loan application process and overcoming common
obstacles, such as appraisal delays and lender overlays.

Serving Those Who Serve Our Country
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3. Direct Deposit and Banking Services:

* Many veterans rely on defense credit unions to receive their VA disability compensation and GI Bill payments through
direct deposit, ensuring fast and secure access to their benefits.

« Credit unions provide free checking accounts with no mini balance requi and low-cost financial services
to help veterans avoid high fees associated with traditional banks.

Challenges Credit Unions Face When Working with the VA

While defense credit unions play a pivotal role in ensuring veterans can fully utilize their benefits, several bureaucratic and regulatory
barriers hinder their effectiveness.

1. Delays in VA Direct Deposit Processing
» Many veterans report delays in receiving their disability and GI Bill benefits when using VA direct deposit. This issue
disproportionately affects credit union members, as defense credit unions rely on timely ~ processing from the VA to ensure
benefits are deposited correctly.
« Solution: The VA should streamline and modernize its electronic payment processing systems to reduce payment delays.
Additionally, better communication between the VA and financial institutions is needed to promptly resolve direct deposit
CrToTS.

2. Inconsistent VA Home Loan Processing and Appraisal Challenges

* The VA Home Loan Program, while highly beneficial, suffers from inefficiencies that make it difficult for veterans
to compete in today s housing market.

VA appraisals are slower than conventional and FHA appraisals, often taking weeks longer. This delays loan approval and
can cause veterans to lose out on home purchases.

* Solution: The VA should modernize its appraisal process by increasing the number of VA-approved appraisers and allowing
alternative appraisal methods to speed up the process.

3. Lack of Coordination Between the VA and Credit Unions

« The VA does not consistently engage with defense credit unions to ensure veterans receive accurate financial information
regarding their benefits. This lack of coordination results in misinformation and financial difficulties for veterans.

« Solution: The VA should establish a formal partnership program with defense credit unions to improve communication and
coordination on benefit delivery. This partnership could include regular briefings, shared resources, and streamlined data-
sharing mechanisms.

4. Challenges with the GI Bill Housing Stipend Payments

« Many student veterans rely on the Monthly Housing Allowance (MHA) provided under the GI Bill to cover rent and living
expenses. However, delays in these payments can lead to financial instability. late rent payments, and eviction risks.

« Solution: The VA should improve its claims processing system and ensure that MHA payments are issued on time,
particularly at the start of each semester when delays are most common.
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Many of our member credit unions proudly support veterans, their beneficiaries, and caregivers by providing a safe, reliable, and cost-
effective way to receive and manage VA monetary benefits through the Veterans Banking Benefit Program (VBBP). This program
enables them to securely deposit funds into their existing accounts or open new ones with participating banks and credit unions,
ensuring financial stability and accessibility.

e VBBP secks to simplify banking choices by helping eligible Veterans select the right credit union for themselves and their
families.

e VBBP introduces banking options to eligible veterans who do not currently have bank accounts.

e VBBP does not require Veterans satisfied with their current financial situation to change how they receive their VA monetary
benefits.

Policy Recommendations to Improve VA-Credit Union Collaboration

To enhance the effectiveness of VA education services and ensure veterans receive their benefits efficiently, DCUC urges the
Subcommittee to consider the following policy recommendations:

1. Mandate VA Collaboration with Financial Institutions: Require the VA to coordinate with credit unions in developing benefit
delivery solutions and financial education programs for veterans.

2. Enhance the VA Home Loan Process: Reduce processing delays and increase appraisal flexibility to ensure veterans can compete in
today’'s real estate market.

3. Improve GI Bill Payment Timeliness: Implement reforms to ensure student veterans receive their MHA payments without
unnecessary delays.

4. Modemize VA Direct Deposit Systems: Invest in infrastructure to improve the speed and accuracy of benefit disbursements to
veterans’ credit union accounts.

Defense credit unions are uniquely positioned to support veterans by providing financial services that maximize the effectiveness of
VA benefits. However, bureaucratic barriers continue to impede the efficient distribution of these benefits. By addressing these
challenges through improved coordination, streamlined processes, and modernization efforts, the VA can ensure that veterans receive
their benefits in a timely and effective manner.

DCUC appreciates the Subcc ittee’s leadership in add these critical issues and stands ready to collaborate with Congress, the
VA, and other stakeholders to improve outcomes for veterans. Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Should you or your team have any questions or desire additional information, please do not hesitate to contact me at 202.557.8528 or
by email at jstverak@dcuc.org.

Sincerely,

Jason Stverak
Chief Advocacy Officer
DCUC

CC: House Veterans Affairs Committee Members
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Budget Cut Proposals
Would Hurt Veterans

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

April 21,2023 1:02 pm

WASHINGTON — While the President’s Budget details
aplan to honor our country’s sacred obligation to care for
America’s Veterans, their families, caregivers, and survivors,
the proposal to cut a broad range of critical programs by
22% would threaten critical services for Veterans - both at
VA and across the federal government. The proposed 22%
budget cut to VA would:

» Threaten Medical Care for Veterans. The proposal
would mean 30 million fewer Veteran outpatient visits,
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and 81,000 jobs lost across the Veterans Health
Administration, leaving Veterans unable to get
appointments for care including wellness visits, cancer
screenings, mental health services, and substance use
disorder treatment.

Undermine Access to Telehealth. Access to remote
care through telehealth is essential for Veterans,
particularly in rural areas. By reducing funding for
necessary IT infrastructure and support, the proposal
would impair VA’s ability to expand video-to-home
telehealth services and limit the availability of medical
equipment that can be provided to Veterans so they
can attend important telehealth appointments from
home, '
Worsen Wait Times for Benefits. Under the proposal,
the Veterans Benefits Administration would eliminate
more than 6,000 staff, increasing the disability claims
backlog by an estimated 134,000 claims and forcing
Veterans and their surviving loved ones to wait longer
for the benefits they have earned, including pensions,:
life insurance, Gl Bill educational supports, and
employment services.

Prevent Construction on the Health Care Facilities
that Veterans need. Veterans deserve to receive care
in state-of-the-art facilities, but the median VA hospital
was built nearly 60 years ago - compared to just 13
years ago in the private sector. This proposal would cut
up to $565 million for major construction projects,
including critical clinical upgrades to hospitals and
clinics. These cuts would negatively impact Veteran
health care across America.

Fail to Honor the Memory of All Veterans. The
proposal would require VA’s National Cemetery
Administration to eliminate approximately 500 staff,
jeopardize NCA’s ability to maintain the final resting
place of Veterans to national shrine standards, and
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delay the opening of 5 new national cemeteries that
will serve nearly 1.6 million Veterans and eligible family
members.

Beyond the direct impact on Veterans who use VA, these
proposed cuts would negatively impact Veterans who access
critical services across the federal government.
Specifically, these proposed cuts would:

* Cut Housing for Veterans. Every Veteran deserves a
good, safe home in this country they fought to defend.
The proposal would eliminate funding for Housing
Choice Vouchers for as many as 50,000 Veterans,
putting them at greater risk of homelessness.

* Increase Food Insecurity for Veterans. About 1.3
million Veterans rely on SNAP. This proposal would
take food assistance away from Veterans who are older
by adding burdensome, bureaucratic requirements,
and it would limit states’ flexibility to protect especially
vulnerable people currently subject to work
requirements. That would increase the likelihood that
Veterans and their families go hungry.

* Deprive Veterans of mental health, substance use,
and other health services. This proposal would mean
deep cuts to Department of Health and Human
Services community mental health centers, mental
health and substance use prevention grants, and other
public health programs. Supporting Veterans and their
families in the community, especially those not
enrolled in VA health care, has been a priority for HHS
and these cuts could reduce access to timely care and
services.

¢ Eliminate Job Training and Other Supports to
Homeless Veterans. The proposal would mean that
4,200 fewer Veterans experiencing or at risk of
homelessness would receive job training, counseling,
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and job readiness services provided through the

Department of Labor’s Homeless Veterans’
Reintegration Program.
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Reporters and media outlets with questions
or comments should contact the Office of
Media Relations at vapublicaffairs@va.gov

Veterans with questions about their health
care and benefits (including Gl Bill).
Questions, updates and documents can be
submitted online.

Contact us online through Ask VA

Veterans can also use our chatbot to get
information about VA benefits and services.
The chatbot won’t connect you with a
person, but it can show you where to go on
VA.gov to find answers to some common
questions.

Learn about our chatbot and ask a question

O



