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participating nurses left VHA employment during their service obligation period (from one to
three years after completion of degree).'®

The VA Education Debt Reduction Program (EDRP) provides tax-free reimbursement of
existing education debt of recently hired title 38 and hybrid employees. Centrally funded, the
EDRP is the title 38 equivalent of the Student Loan Repayment Program (SLRP) administered
by the Office of Personnel Management for title 5 employees. More than 5,600 VA health-care
professionals have participated in the EDRP. The maximum amount of an EDRP award is
limited by statute to $44,000 in exchange for five years of service. As education costs have risen,
the average award amount per employee has increased over the years from about $13,500 in FY
2002 to more than $27,000 in FY 2007. While employees from 33 occupations participate in the
program, 77 percent are from three mission critical occupations—RN, pharmacist, and physician.
The rate of losses from resignation of EDRP recipients is significantly less than that of
nonrecipients as determined in a 2005 study. For physicians the study found the resignation rate
for EDRP recipients was 15.9 percent compared to 34.8 percent for non-EDRP recipients.'”

Both the ESIP and EDRP initiatives need to be strengthened and expanded to new VA
occupations, in particular among the 25 critical occupational categories that will be increasingly
competitive as the health manpower shortage worsens. These programs have proven themselves
to be cost-effective recruitment tools and to provide strong incentives for individuals to remain in
VA employment rather than to go elsewhere.

Veterans Benefits Administration

Over the past two years, and with Congressional authorization, the Veterans Benefits
Administration (VBA) has hired a record number of new claims adjudication staff.
Unfortunately, as a result of senior VBA officials retiring in the interim, an increase in disability
claims received, rising complexity of such claims, and the time required for new employees to
become proficient in processing accurate claims, VA has achieved little noticeable improvement
in its claims work. The VBA has a major challenge ahead in completing complex training
required to gain full productivity of several thousand new staff.

With the influx of these new benefits personnel, it is difficult for the IBVSOs as observers to
predict that the ongoing challenges faced by the VBA are still the result of staffing shortages. In
fact, such is the size of the claims backlog that it would be naive to expect an immediate
reduction in the VBA workload. Such an expectation is defeated merely by the time required for
new employees to gain necessary experience, and the drain on experienced employees who
provide much of the current training to them. In order to make the best use of new resources, the
VBA must focus on improving training and accountability while simplifying the claims process
itself.
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Many of the core human resource systems problems documented primarily for the VHA in this
Critical Issue also pertain to the VBA. As VA approaches solutions to its human resource
challenges within its health-care system, it should also incorporate those solutions where
applicable in the human resource policies and practices of the VBA.

Recommendations:

* VA must work aggressively to eliminate outdated, outmoded VA-wide personnel policies
and procedures to streamline the hiring process and avoid recruitment delays that serve as
barriers to VA employment.

* VA must implement an energized succession plan in VA medical and regional office
facilities that utilizes the experience and expertise of current employees, as well as to
improve existing human resources policies and procedures.

* VA facilities must fully utilize recruitment and retention tools, such as relocation and
retention bonuses, a locality pay system for VA nurses, and education scholarship and
loan payment programs as employment incentives, in both the Veterans Health
Administration and the Veterans Benefits Administration.

* VA must conduct improved exit surveys as employees terminate employment to secure
pertinent data that will help refill positions in a timely manner and to determine if
conditions of employment, human resources policies, or other contributing factors need
revision.

* Congress must provide further oversight to ensure adequate implementation of Public
Law 108-445.

* Congress should implement a title 38 specialty pay provision for VA nurses providing
care in VA’s specialized services areas, such as spinal cord injury and dysfunction, blind
rehabilitation, mental health, and traumatic brain injury.

* VA must develop a more aggressive recruitment strategy that provides employment
incentives that attract and encourage affiliated health professions students, and new
graduates in all degree programs of affiliate institutions, to commit to VA employment.

* Congress should improve the provisions of VA’s Employee Incentive Scholarship
Program and Education Debt Reduction Program and make them available more broadly
to all VA employees. VA must become more flexible with its work schedules to meet the
needs of today’s health-care and benefits professionals and must provide other
employment benefits, such as childcare, that will make VA employment more attractive.



CRITICAL ISSUE 7
The National Cemetery Administration

The National Cemetery Administration (NCA) must ensure that burial in a national or state
veterans cemetery is an option available for all veterans and their family members and must
provide a dignified setting with perpetual care that honors veterans and exhibits evidence of
the nation’s gratitude for their military service.

VA’s National Cemetery Administration maintains more than 2.8 million gravesites at 125
national cemeteries and 33 additional installations in 39 states and Puerto Rico. Currently there
are more than 17,000 acres within established NCA installations. Just more than half of this land
is undeveloped. Including available gravesites and the undeveloped land there is a potential to
provide more than 4 million resting places. In addition to the maintenance of these facilities, the
NCA administers four programs: the State Cemetery Grants Program, the Headstone and Marker
Program, the Presidential Memorial Marker Program, and outer burial receptacle
reimbursements.

The purpose of the national cemetery is to honor the memory of America’s servicemen and
-women. Many of our nation’s cemeteries are steeped in history, and the monuments, markers,
and memorials that stand represent the very foundation of our country. Our nation’s burial
grounds are a national treasure deserving of the utmost care and protection. To achieve this high
standard of preservation, the NCA faces serious challenges. The increase in the demand for
interment and the need for continuous gravesite maintenance, including the repairs, upkeep, and
other labor-intensive tasks involved in operating a cemetery, continue to rise. To meet these
challenges, the NCA must have adequate funding to ensure it remains a world-class system that
honors our veterans and recognizes their contribution and service to our nation. Therefore, The
Independent Budget recommends a budget for the NCA that will both meet the growing demand
and allow every man and woman who has worn the uniform of the United States armed forces to
be treated with dignity and respect.

The NCA has done an exceptional job of providing burial options for 90 percent of all veterans
who fall within the 170,000 veterans within a 75-mile radius threshold model. However, under
this model, no new geographical area will become eligible for a National Cemetery until 2015.
St. Louis, Missouri, will at that time meet the threshold due to the closing of Jefferson Barracks
National Cemetery in 2017. Analysis shows that the five areas with the highest veteran

population will not become eligible for a national cemetery because they will not reach the
170,000 threshold.

The NCA has spent years developing and maintaining a cemetery system based on a growing
veteran population. In 2010 our veteran population will begin to decline. Because of this
downward trend, a new threshold model must be developed to ensure more of our veterans will
have reasonable access to their burial benefits. Reducing the radius to 65 miles would reduce the
veteran population that is served from 90 percent to 82.4 percent, and reducing the radius to 55
miles would reduce the served population to 74.1 percent. Reducing the radius alone to 55 miles
would only bring two geographical areas into the 170,000 population threshold in 2010, and only
a few areas into this revised model by 2030.



Several geographical areas will remain unserved if the population threshold is not reduced.
Lowering the population threshold to 110,000 veterans would immediately make several areas
eligible for a national cemetery regardless of any change to the mile radius threshold. A new
threshold model must be implemented so more of our veterans will have access to this earned
benefit.

In addition to the day-to-day operations to develop, maintain, and improve the NCA cemeteries,
the NCA run State Cemetery Grants Program is vital in establishing and maintaining veterans’
gravesites in areas in which the NCA cannot fully respond to the burial needs of veterans. This
program assists states by providing grant money to ensure veterans’ burial needs are met in areas
where there are no national cemeteries or the area is under represented due to the number of
veterans who live in a given area. It is imperative that the State Cemetery Grants Program be
funded at a level that ensures the states can continue to meet the needs of veterans who want to
be buried closer to their homes and that meets the challenge of growing interest by states in
providing burial services in areas not currently served.

In 1973 the NCA established a burial allowance that provided partial reimbursements for eligible
funeral and burial costs. The current payment is $2,000 for burial expenses for service-connected
death, $300 for nonservice-connected deaths, and $300 for plot allowance. At its inception, the
payout covered 72 percent of the funeral cost for a service-connected death, 22 percent for a
nonservice-connected death, and 54 percent of the burial plot cost. In 2007, these benefits eroded
to 23 percent, 4 percent, and 14 percent, respectively. It is time to bring these benefits back to
their original value.

To ensure the National Cemetery Administration’s capability to maintain our national cemeteries
in a dignified and respectful manner, a comprehensive effort must be made to greatly improve
the condition, function, and appearance of these cemeteries. To assist in restoring the national
cemeteries The Independent Budget recommends to Congress the establishment of a five-year,
$250 million “National Shrine Initiative” to restore the character of NCA cemeteries.

The NCA honors veterans with a final resting place that commemorates their service to the
nation. Each Memorial Day and Veterans Day we honor the last full measure of devotion they
gave for this country. Our national cemeteries are more than the final resting place of honor for
our veterans—they are hallowed ground to those who died in our defense and a memorial to
those who survived.

Recommendations:
* Congress must provide adequate resources to ensure that the National Cemetery
Administration remains a world-class operation that honors veterans and recognizes their

contributions and service to the nation.

* Congress must fund the State Cemetery Grants Program at a level that ensures that states
can meet the needs of veterans who want to be buried closer to their homes.



* Congress should increase burial benefits to cover the cost of burial more adequately and
expand the eligibility for the plot allowance to all veterans who would be eligible for
burial in a national cemetery, not just those who served during wartime.

* The NCA must continue to identify sites for the addition of new national cemeteries in
areas that remain underserved.
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