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Military Construction, Veterans Affairs & Related Agencies

Ranking Member 

OPENING REMARKS AS PREPARED
Full Committee Markup, FY 2011
July 20, 2010
“I thank the chair for yielding.  
The fiscal year 2011 appropriations bill for Military Construction, Veterans’ Affairs and Related Agencies provides $18.7 billion dollars for military construction, family housing and quality of life projects for those serving in our all-volunteer military.  For those that have served our nation in our military, the bill provides nearly $121 billion for both mandatory and discretionary programs in the Department of Veterans Affairs.  The bill also provides $286 million dollars for the monuments and cemeteries that honor our fallen heroes.  We should all be humbled for the service that we on this Committee get to provide today as we prepare to send this bill to the full House for its consideration. 

Mr. Chairman, it is amazing when you think about it that just a little over a year ago (July 10), the leaders of this Committee and our Subcommittee were on the floor managing the House passage of this critical piece of legislation for our military families and our veterans.  

I have to wonder, if we are just in Full Committee today, when will we take this bill to the floor where all members would have an opportunity to exercise their rights and offer amendments to this bill under an open rule?  Looking at the 8 legislative days remaining on the House calendar before the August recess, there is not a lot of time left to get this--and indeed all the work of the Committee--through the House floor prior to the recess.

While this Military Construction-Veterans Affairs bill that we are marking up today is demonstratively supportive of our troops and veterans, the men and women in uniform today deserve the support of this Committee in many ways, and that is why I find it disheartening that the Committee has yet to markup the President’s Overseas Contingency Operations supplemental request that was submitted in February.  The longer we wait, the harder it’s going to get, and we must get a supplemental funding bill to our troops without any further delay.  

This bill is critically important, and the work of Chairman Edwards and the rest of the subcommittee on this bill truly honors our Nation’s heroes who are serving our country in our all-volunteer military, those who have served our country and our fallen heroes.  

The chairman has held hearings that he believes are important to the work of this subcommittee.  We sat side-by-side through most of those hearings and heard testimony from Departmental witnesses and a number of outside witnesses.

I want to recognize the leadership of Chairman Edwards.  This bill shows his commitment to our military, their families, and to our veterans.  I believe that he treats all subcommittee members fairly and I want to thank him for that.      

Chairman Edwards has already provided the funding highlights in the bill and I won’t repeat them, but I would like to point out a few items:

Guard/Reserve/Training Barracks 
I am pleased to join Chairman Edwards in supporting the additional $200 million in the bill to address urgent unfunded requirements for the Army and Air National Guard, and for the reserve forces of the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Force.  The operational tempo of our guard and reserve forces makes this a truly critical addition to the bill.

Additionally, I support the $190 million in the bill to build trainee barracks for the Army. 
Advanced Appropriations/Veterans Affairs

The bill includes $50.6 billion for FY ‘12 advance appropriations for VA medical care, of which $39.6 billion is for medical services; $5.5 billion is for medical support and compliance; and $5.4 billion is for medical facilities.  

The bill includes necessary oversight mechanisms to ensure that our veterans have full access to their medical care needs regardless of the where we stand in the annual appropriations process.
Overseas Contingency Operations (OCO) Funding Categories

In order to promote the more efficient and expeditious use of OCO funding, the majority is using the categories used in the construction exhibit (C-1) submitted in the budget request.  These categories are: operational facilities; supply facilities; utility facilities; real estate; supporting activities; and other facilities.  The premise of this approach is to allow commanders in the field some flexibility to address facility requirements without notification requirements that can several weeks to clear.  Additionally, this approach seeks to limit the amount of O&M funding that the services use under its Contingency Construction Authority.  This is the same approach that the majority had proposed in the FY ’10 OCO Supplemental that never made it to Full Committee.

VA-Information Technology
The majority recommended a cut of $50 million to VA-IT, and with the amendments that were adopted by the Subcommittee an additional $35 million of cuts was added.  While this cut is minuscule in contrast to the $1.7 billion in unobligated balances/carryover that the VA is projecting at the end of FY 2010 and FY 2011, the fact that it represents a cut is commendable.  The Committee has used these funds to increase VA’s Minor Construction (+$40M), National Cemetery Administration (+$8.5M) and Arlington National Cemetery (+$1.5M) accounts.

The Committee has included language that directs the VA to be more transparent with their budget documents, and the majority should be commended for including this language.

Concerns with the Subcommittee Draft/
Subcommittee Amendments
VA-OIG – The VA-OIG provides invaluable audit and inspection oversight to the Committee, the Congress and the Secretary.  Unfortunately, this is the only account in VA that did not receive an increase in the budget request other than to pay for its share of the operating costs for the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency as required by law.  The Committee recommendation for the IG is $109.4 million, an increase of $367,000 above the FY 2010 enacted level, to maintain current services.  

The IG testified before the VA Authorizing Committee in February, and indicated that the request that was transmitted to the Secretary for FY 2011 contained a significant increase.  The request, if funded, would allow the IG to focus on quality of outsourced care which has grown to $3.8 billion; increase proactive investigations to expose fiduciary, and procurement fraud; expose VHA employee drug diversion; increase use of computer forensics; and allow for timely investigations of alleged misconduct by senior officials; and allow the expansion of audit coverage of IT systems development, acquisition, and implementation.  

It is ironic that the majority claims that effective stewardship of taxpayer dollars is the highest priority, and yet ignores the budget request that the Inspector General submitted to the Secretary of the VA asking for an increase of $11.8 million (.010 percent of overall VA budget request) to carryout increased audit and inspection of VA’s $123 billion budget.

Ranking Member Wamp offered an amendment at to provide an additional $6 million for the VA Inspector General because it is so critical in this time of unprecedented government spending that taxpayer dollars are spent wisely.  The amendment was paid for from the VA information technology account that is projecting an end-of-year unobligated balance of $1.7 billion.  The Subcommittee overwhelmingly adopted the amendment. 
Post-9/11 GI Bill/Claims Processors – The budget proposed to cut 306 Direct FTEs from the Education program.  The VA is projecting a 30 percent increase in workload for GI bill benefit claims between FY 2009 and FY 2011.  Their justification to reduce claims processors is based on the assumption that productivity from more experienced staff and automated processing of new GI bill claims will allow them to reduce staff.  This may be true, but the OIG noted that it takes about a year to become proficient in processing claims, but the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) was having claims processers process claims after only 2 months of training.  This led to errors and time wasted.

A November 2009 OIG report says VBA has paid $4.3 million in overtime to process education claims, with the most overtime being in September and October.  The IG recommended that VBA come up with a plan to reduce its overtime or risk “employee burn out and diminishing returns”.  Reducing FTEs at this time will only add to this problem.

The first phase of long term IT solution was supposed to begin in spring 2010, but the VA has not shown evidence that the solution is going to be in place to have an impact for the fall 2010 application surge.  The IG is currently engaged in an audit into the emergency payments that were being made last fall/spring in which some VA offices were hand-writing benefit checks.

Mr. Crenshaw offered an amendment that restored this critical staffing at the VA, and the amendment was adopted by the Subcommittee.  The amendment was paid for from the VA information technology account that is projecting an end-of-year unobligated balance of $1.7 billion.
Arlington National Cemetery (ANC) – The Committee’s recommendation for ANC is $1.5 million above the request.  The additional funding is to pay for resource requirements in response to Army Office of Inspector General findings.  At this point, there is no budget amendment, there is no plan, and the new Executive Director told the staff on July 1st that it would take at least 45 to 60 days before she has a handle on what additional requirements she may need.



The Committee also included language directing the ANC to submit a report on implementation of the Total Cemetery Management System (TCMS).  Mr. Young of Florida offered an amendment that was adopted by the Subcommittee that includes reporting requirements on benchmarks/deliverables of the TCMS.

American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC) – The Committee included an additional $467,000 above the budget request to pay for an enhanced web-based virtual tour system for the ABMC.  The Committee has not received a single shred of justification for this increase.  The Commission Secretary did testify at the hearing that the ABMC would like to begin working on this enhancement; however, without any justification whatsoever.  Mr. Lewis of California offered an amendment at Subcommittee that requires a spending plan be submitted to the Committee before these funds can be obligated.  The amendment received the full support of the Subcommittee.
Other Concerns
Unprecedented Funding of Military Construction  – The bill provides unprecedented funding levels for Military Construction for the four-year period beginning with fiscal year 2008.   These funding levels have come at the price of putting an extraordinary burden on the DOD to effectively carry out this level of spending.  It is important to note that while the Military Construction funding levels are unprecedented, the majority at the same time recommends $423 million in general reductions in military construction funding to the Army, Navy, Air Force and Defense-Wide accounts in this bill.  
Additionally, the bill includes cuts totaling $452 million, as follows: Air Force Technical Operations Center; projects related to the relocation of Marines from Okinawa to Guam; brigade complex projects in Italy; and to a security-related project in Germany.  This is in addition to the $745 million in general reductions and rescissions in the FY 2010 bill.
Departmental Administration – There is an alarming rate of growth in Departmental Administration accounts at the VA.  Since FY 2009, Departmental Administration has grown overall by 38 percent, from $336 million in FY 2009 to $463 million in fiscal year 2011, an increase of $127 million.  A look inside some of the individual offices reveals some of the astonishing growth:

	Department of Veterans Affairs 

	Departmental Administration*

	($ in thousands)

	
	
	
	

	 
	FY 2009
	FY 2011
	Change     2009 v. 2011

	Office of Public and Intergovernmental Affairs
	$10,005 
	$ 23,705 
	+$13,700        137%                     

	
	
	
	

	Office of Policy and Planning
	$14,602 
	$28,783 
	+$14,181      97%

	
	
	
	

	Office of Operations
	$12,025 
	$22,091 
	+$10,066             84%

	
	
	
	

	Office of Acquisitions, Logistics, & Construction
	$45,243 
	$79,582 
	+$34,339     76%

	
	
	
	

	Office of Congressional and Legislative Affairs
	$  4,379 
	$   7,247 
	+$2,868     65%

	
	
	
	

	Office of the Secretary
	   $ 7,146 
	$  10,808 
	+$3,662         51%

	
	
	
	

	Office of Management
	 $ 37,546 
	$  48,557 
	+$11,101    29%

	
	
	
	

	Office of Human Resources
	$  61,901 
	$  76,177 
	+$14,276    23%

	
	
	
	

	Office of the General Counsel
	$  74,343 
	$  91,049 
	+$16,706    22%

	* Accounts showing 20 percent or more increase since FY 2009.
	
	
	


In light of the fact that Secretary Shinseki testified that it is likely that the average number of days that it takes the VA to process a claim will grow by nearly 30 days--from 164 days to 191 days--it would seem more responsible to redirect these budgetary increases away from Washington offices to add even more claims processors than the 4,048 that this bill supports.
In closing Mr. Chairman, I would like to thank you for your leadership on this bill.  This Committee has a long tradition of working together, and for the good of the order, I urge Members on both sides of the aisle to do everything in their power to get back to the open legislative process of the Committee that used to be the envy of the House.”
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