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Nicholson Resignation Fact Sheet
The Issues:
1.5 million American troops have served in Iraq and Afghanistan.  As of November 2006, 686,306 Iraq and Afghanistan veterans are eligible for health care through the Veterans Affairs system, and about 1/3 of these veterans have already sought VA care.
  

Within the VA hospitals, 83,889 Iraq and Afghanistan veterans were given a possible diagnosis of a mental disorder – that’s 36.6% of the new veterans who had visited the VA for any reason.  Of those, 39,243 were diagnosed with possible PTSD.  At Vet Centers, the more casual drop-in counseling centers for combat veterans, 6,278 Iraq and Afghanistan veterans sought PTSD care. So in the VA system as a whole, 45,521 Iraq and Afghanistan veterans were seen for potential PTSD.
  Of course, these numbers do not include veterans who have only sought mental health care outside of the VA, or those with mental health problems who have not sought help.
Secretary Nicholson’s Performance:

Under Nicholson’s leadership, the VA consistently fails to expect the influx of new veterans needing care.
· In 2005 and 2006, “unrealistic assumptions, errors in estimation and insufficient data” lead to a VA budget shortfall of about $3 billion.
 For months, Nicholson defends the implausible numbers rather than admit the mistake.  As early as October 2004, the VA realized that their budget would be inadequate for 2005 and 2006.  But the VA continued to mislead Congress about the budget shortfall. In April of 2005, Secretary Nicholson did not "foresee any challenges" that would preclude the VA from providing "timely, quality service." “The Secretary also testified in a June 2005 Senate Veterans Affairs Committee hearing that the VA had "an adequate level right now" for mental health.”
  Only in mid-summer 2005 did the VA finally admit the need for an extra $1 billion for 2005 and $2 billion for 2006.  
· In February 2006, the VA claimed it was expecting only 2,900 new veteran PTSD cases in FY 2006.  The actual number is likely to be about six times that: 17,827 new veterans received an initial PTSD diagnosis.

· The VA is currently projecting “relatively flat claim receipts in fiscal years 2007 and 2008”
  even as testimony before a House VA subcommittee suggested that the VA “will see 638,000 new first-time claims in the next five years due to the Iraq war.”
  
· Senator Patty Murray of Washington, a member of the Senate VA Committee, has said, “I continue to doubt the VA’s ability to adequately budget based on real numbers.”

VA Secretary Nicholson says the VA is “adequately staffed,”
but the numbers say otherwise. 
· In the past three years, the VA claims backlog increased by over 50% to 378,000 pending disability claims.  The number of claims waiting at least six months has nearly doubled to 83,000.
  The average wait-time on a claim is 177 days.
 

· Tens of thousands of veterans are waiting for their first primary-care appointment to be scheduled.
  Between April 2005 and April 2006, this number actually doubled, from 15,211 to 30,475.
  
· Despite more than 6,000 Iraq and Afghanistan vets seen at Vet Centers for PTSD, Vet Center staff has only increased by 10%.
  In October 2006, almost one-third of Vet Centers said they needed more staff.

· As of 2003, “more than 25 percent of veterans enrolled in VA health care—over 1.7 million—live over 60 minutes’ driving time from a VA hospital.”
  
· Even a VA Deputy Undersecretary has admitted that waiting lists render mental health and substance abuse care “virtually inaccessible.”

· Moreover, “The average veteran with psychiatric troubles gets about one-third fewer visits with specialists than he would have received a decade ago.”
  
· Disability claims have increased by over 30% since 2000, but the number of VA claims processors has failed to keep pace.
  The number of full-time claims-processing staff has actually decreased since 2003.

The VA has also failed to spend the money it was allotted for mental health care.  

In 2005, the VA was supposed to allocate $100 million for mental health care.  But a September 2006 GAO report has concluded that the “VA did not notify network and medical center officials” that these funds were to be used specifically for mental health initiatives.  In addition, $12 million was not allocated at all.  In 2006, the GAO announced that “about $42 million of the $200 million [earmarked for mental health initiatives] was not allocated.”  Of the $158 million that was allocated, about $46 million was not spent.  Even for the $112 million that was allocated and spent, the VA “did not track specifically how these funds were spent.”  Across the board, the GAO concluded, the VA’s planning for the use of the mental health earmark has been “inadequate.”
 
In response to serious questions about Traumatic Brain Injury in ABC’s blockbuster exposé by Bob Woodruff, Nicholson emphasizes on PBS that vets are coming to the VA for ‘dental problems.’
 
IAVA Executive Director Paul Rieckhoff responds: “It shows that the administration and the VA is right now unable to accurately project for future demand or meet the demand we have right now… And I think we have the larger question about whether or not resources have been allocated, whether or not the VA is understanding the magnitude and the scope of what's facing our veterans coming home.” 

In 2006, the VA risked the security of millions of veterans’ personal information. 
· “VA computer files with personal data, including Social Security numbers, for 26.5 million veterans and military troops, were missing.”

· The theft marked the largest security breach in the federal government’s history.

· VA officials waited two weeks to notify the Department of Justice and the FBI, and nineteen days to alert veterans of the risk of possible identify theft.
 Their actions resulted in “losing valuable time to commence recovery efforts and perhaps losing important leads in the investigation.”

· Nicholson’s agency spent millions of dollars dealing with the potential damage, including $11-12 million just to send warning letters to the people affected.
 

· Problems with computer security at VA facilities are ongoing, according to a July 2007 GAO report.
 

In 2006, Nicholson awarded bonuses to senior officials responsible for the VA’s budget problems. 

Nicholson awarded $3.8 million in bonuses to top VA executives in FY 2006, despite the fact that the department was suffering from a $1.3 billion budget deficit.
 The bonuses also came at a time when the department was struggling to clear its backlog of disability claims and expand care to newly injured veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan.
 

The VA rejected four separate proposals aimed at fixing the case-backlog of veterans’ benefits claims. 
In April 2006, Nicholson rejected four separate bills that would “reduce the 600,000-case backlog of veterans’ benefits claims.”
  Two of these measures, HR 67 (Veterans Outreach Improvement Act) and HR 1490 (Presumption of service-connectedness for certain claims), carry the backing of IAVA.
There is widespread inconsistency and inaccuracy in VA claims decisions. 

According to a recent GAO report,
 only 88% of VA ratings decisions are accurate. These poor results force veterans to go through a lengthy appeals process. For claims that are appealed, the wait-time skyrockets to a staggering 657 days.
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