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Chairman Levin, Ranking Member Moore and Distinguished Members of the Subcommittee:

On behalf of the Servicewomen’s Action Network, | thank you for the opportunity to share our
views and recommendations regarding whole government support of service women as they
transition from active service to veteran’s status.

In the past several years the Departments of Defense, Veterans Affairs, Labor, Education, and
Homeland Security as well as the Small Business Administration and the Office of Personnel
Management have made welcome improvements to the Transition Assistance Program (TAP)
by tailoring it more to the individual needs and desires of separating and retiring
servicemembers. But it is clear more can be done to ease some of the added barriers—
including ineligibility for certain benefits due to OTH discharges—many women face as they
transition.

Veterans completing TAP ought to feel empowered that they bring capabilities and experience
to civilian life that will be seen and valued by future employers, by any civilian education and
training institutions they may attend and by their fellow citizens. Too often, however, women
veterans are overlooked, invisible because many members of the public and even government
employees who work with veterans simply picture veterans as males and males as veterans.
When a women veteran is, time and again, taken not as a veteran herself but as a veteran’s
family member, it’s disheartening. Women veterans need visibility—not erasure. And this
could start by removing their erasure from the Department of Veterans Affairs motto “to care
for him whom has borne the battle, his widow and his orphan.” I’'m sure it was not President
Lincoln’s intent to exclude any veterans or family members from this statement in his Second
Inaugural Address. | think it’s his intent that’s important; so, let’s stop clinging to a few dated
words and adapt the motto to convey President Lincoln’s intent to the military as it is today.

Over the past few years, Congress and the Department of Veterans Affairs through the
Veterans Health Administration have done much to make the health benefits they’'ve earned
more widely available to survivors of military sexual trauma—even those with less than
Honorable Discharges; but, as two reports released in August from the Office of the
Department’s Inspector General show, the Veterans Benefits Administration has not done well
by these same MST survivors. The |G Reports found that 57% of rejected claims for MST in the
last quarter of FY 2019 were incorrectly denied because VBA had not corrected the problems
found in an earlier 2018 IG report. Additionally, many MST survivors are separated from service
within a year of the assault or harassment—too often with administrative discharges under
“Other Than Honorable” conditions—making them ineligible for many educational, financial
and employment benefits. There is a renewed emphasis on outreach to survivors to make



them aware that they can apply to their service for a discharge upgrade, but few are aware that
they can apply directly to the Veterans Benefit Administration to establish their eligibility for
benefits despite their OTH status and—as part of processing their request—that VBA will
initiate a Character of Discharge (COD) Determination. And, if granted, the veteran will become
eligible for additional benefits—without a Discharge upgrade from their Service. Now, the
scanty statistics I’ve found on this process indicate that VBA seldom decides in the veteran’s
favor. But | think, with help from Congress, COD Determinations can become useful for MST
survivors—and other deserving veterans. This would require Congress and the Department of
Veterans Affairs to clarify vague statutory and regulatory language, to set up a standardized
process so veterans can request COD reviews, to set up criteria to standardize the COD process
across all VBA Regional Offices and to provide outreach to relevant MST survivors—and others—
—about COD determinations.

| think Congress should also require a study of the discharges awarded by the DoD Services and
the Coast Guard. Reports done by Swords to Plowshares and Human Rights Watch indicate that
some services award a surprisingly higher percentage of General and OTH discharges than other
services. A service-by-service study of discharges awarded over the past five years with
demographic data broken out by branch of service, race/ethnicity, gender, etc. would provide a
current snapshot of the situation. Then, if warranted, DoD and DHS should issue guidance that
would standardize the process for discharges awarded across the services.

Mr. Chairman, let me say how deeply | appreciate the opportunity to offer SWAN’s views on
these matters that are so important to many veterans. Thank you for your time and attention.



