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Washington

And the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

· General: The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) offers a wide variety of programs and services for the nation’s 25 million veterans.  In 2001, more than 4.2 million people were treated in VA health-care facilities, 3.2 million veterans and survivors received VA disability compensation or pensions, 421,000 veterans and their families used GI Bill education benefits, 3.1 million owned homes purchased with GI Bill home loan benefits and nearly 85,000 were buried in VA’s national cemeteries.

*  VA spent more than $1.2 billion in Washington in 2001 to serve approximately 622,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, 93,042 veterans received health care in the state’s VA facilities and 88,983 Washington veterans received disability compensation or pensions.  More than 11,000 veterans and their families used GI Bill payments for their education, 84,232 owned homes purchased through VA home loan guarantees and 1,629 interments were conducted at Tahoma National Cemetery.

· Health Care: One of the most visible of all VA benefits is health care.  VA has about 1,300 care facilities, including 163 hospitals, 859 ambulatory care and community-based outpatient clinics, 206 counseling centers, 137 nursing homes and 43 domiciliary facilities. Due to technology and changes in national and VA health care trends, VA has changed from a hospital-based system to a primarily outpatient-focused system over the past five years. With 27,000 fewer employees, VA provided care to one million more veterans across the country in 2001 than it did in 1995.
*  In Washington, VA operates major medical centers in Walla Walla and Spokane, as well as a two-division facility, VA Puget Sound Health Care System, in Seattle and Tacoma. 

The Jonathan M. Wainwright Medical Center in Walla Walla provides primary, inpatient medical and psychiatric care to more than 11,000 veterans each year.  The service area includes approximately 69,000 veterans in a 42,000 square-mile area in parts of southeastern Washington, northeastern Oregon and western Idaho.  The medical center also operates a community-based outpatient clinic in Richland and Yakima, a primary care follow-up clinic in Lewiston, Idaho, and an aftercare substance abuse clinic in Yakima. The medical center works closely with the Yakima Vet center.  Specialty services are provided at the medical center or through referral consultation within the community and to VA Puget Sound Health Care System.  The Walla Walla medical center is affiliated with Walla Walla College and Walla Walla Community College to provide training for nursing and social work students.  Affiliations are also in place with the University of Washington to provide training for physician assistants planning a career in a rural health environment and with Pacific University's optometry residency and internship programs.
The Spokane medical center provides primary and secondary care, with emphasis on preventive health screening and chronic disease management.  The service area includes approximately 100,000 veterans in a 60,000 square mile area encompassing parts of eastern Washington, northern Idaho, and western Montana.  Much of the service area is classified as "medically underserved" by the Department of Health and Human Services, and VA Spokane operates a unique mobile clinic program to deliver care in 12 remote areas.  Spokane has 36 hospital beds and 38 rehabilitation-oriented nursing-home beds to provide treatment to approximately 2,500 inpatients per year.  Hospice and respite care programs are available in the nursing home.  Spokane has over 150,000 outpatient visits each year and coordinates referrals to VA Puget Sound Health System and the Portland medical center for advance care services.  They also work closely with the Spokane Vet Center.  Spokane medical center is affiliated with the University of Washington and area colleges and universities providing training in a full range of health-related professions.  VA officials work closely with the staff of the Department of Defense hospital at Fairchild Air Force Base to share medical expertise and conduct joint operations. 
VA Puget Sound Health Care System, located in Tacoma at American Lake and in Seattle on Beacon Hill, is the largest and most comprehensive VA facility in the region. VA Puget Sound provides care to more than 51,000 veterans each year, which equates to more than 10,000 inpatient visits and over 500,000 outpatient visits.  VA Puget Sound is the major referral medical center, serving veterans from Alaska, eastern Washington and Idaho. Veterans from other VA medical centers are referred to Puget Sound's nationally recognized spinal cord injury center of excellence; rehabilitation program; prosthetics and limb loss prevention program; mental illness research, education and clinical center; as well as the geriatric research, education and clinical center; the substance abuse treatment and education, and the health services research and development program.  VA Puget Sound operates 536 beds, with 315 authorized for acute care (including 15 blind rehab beds and 38 spinal cord injury beds), 131 nursing-home beds, 60 domiciliary beds and 30 residential rehab beds. VA Puget Sound operates Community Based Outpatient Clinics to bring primary care closer to veterans.  Locations include Shoreline, in Federal Way and Bremerton on the Kitsap Peninsula. . The clinics currently serve 3,000 patients. Outpatient clinics provide primary and in some cases mental health care, specialty care is provided at the medical center.  Outreach counseling services are provided by all of the Vet Centers (Bellingham, Seattle, Spokane, Tacoma and Yakima).  VA Puget Sound Health Care System's two divisions work closely with the Tacoma, Seattle and Bellingham Vet Centers, and its key affiliates the University of Washington and Madigan Army Medical Center to provide care to veterans.

· Patient Safety: VA leads the nation in patient safety programs.  VA’s emphasis on providing reliable, high-quality care has resulted in improvements that meet or exceed national standards.  VA led the nation’s health-care systems by establishing Patient Safety Centers that monitor a wide range of professional programs to eliminate the problems that result in medical errors.  For example, VA has pioneered a bar-code system for monitoring medication that cuts medical errors by two-thirds.  

*  Clinical staff at VA Puget Sound Health Care System have led the nation in developing specialized, award winning software for the Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS) that addresses patient safety and offers clinicians the ability to chart patients electronically.  The first of these enhancements is the clinical event monitor.  This feature is activated with medication orders and patient movements (admissions, discharges, and transfers) as soon as new lab results become available.  The monitor can detect dose errors for medications and track laboratory monitoring of medications, such as anticoagulants. It includes a notification system for clinicians and pharmacists. Over 2,478 medication orders per workday are scrutinized by the monitor to detect errors in dosage or laboratory monitoring. 
      A second patient safety enhancement within CPRS is a set of electronic alerts and reminders.  Alerts draw attention to important information such as new orders and abnormal laboratory, imaging or other results, while the reminder system tells clinicians when they have unsigned orders or when a patient's medication is about to expire.  Additional electronic advancements include the introduction of bar-coding, which enables clinicians to read, enter and review prescription orders at the bedside through a wireless computerized database.
· Geriatric Care:  Long-term care is a critical issue for America’s veterans.  Over 37 percent of the veteran population is 65 years old or older, compared with 13 percent of the general population.  The challenge to care for these 9.5 million men and women is met through a variety of programs, including more than 137 nursing home care units in medical centers, adult day care, home health aide services and community residential care, contracts with 3,500 community nursing homes, and support to 112 state veterans homes.  Additionally, VA conducts nationwide research on the causes and treatment of Alzheimer’s disease and other dementias and funds 20 geriatric research centers.
*  In Washington, 33,387 veterans 65 years old and older received medical care from VA in 2001.  VA Puget Sound Health Care System is responsive to the needs of the state’s rapidly aging veteran population and leads the region in programs studying the genetic basis of aging and aging-related diseases.  In conjunction with the University of Washington, VA Puget Sound Health Care System manages the Alzheimer's disease research center.  Under the umbrella of the Geriatric Research & Education Clinical Center (GRECC), national and international recognition has focused on the discovery of two of the genes known to cause Alzheimer’s disease and fronto-temporal lobe dementia.  The center's research, training and clinical care programs emphasize aging, diet and memory loss, the cognitive and neuroendocrine responses to estrogen replacement in postmenopausal women with Alzheimer's disease, advanced patient care directives and end of life decision making. The American Lake division is home to the Alzheimer’s disease nursing home unit that has cared for 4,928 veterans with this disease. 

· Research:  To provide the highest quality of health care to the nation’s veterans, VA conducts a vast array of research on some of the most difficult challenges facing medical science today.  Not only is VA a world leader in research areas such as aging, prosthetics, spinal-cord injury and blind rehabilitation, but VA has contributed greatly to women’s health care, diabetes, the treatment of AIDS, post-traumatic stress disorder, Gulf War illnesses and mental health issues.  VA researchers led the way in developing the cardiac pacemaker, the CT scan, magnetic source imaging and improving artificial limbs.

*  As an affiliated medical center of the University of Washington School of Medicine, VA Puget Sound has a robust and aggressive research program.  Based on an academic medical model in which physicians care for patients, teach medical students and residents and engage in their own research, VA Puget Sound has a national and international track record of scientific discoveries that have benefited veterans and the general population.  Through a national competition, VA Puget Sound was awarded special program emphasis creating the Geriatrics Research & Education Clinical Center, Mental Illness Research and Education Center, the Epidemiologic Research and Information Center, the Rehabilitation Research and Development Center of Excellence for Limb Loss Prevention, the Center for Excellence in Substance Abuse Treatment and Education and Health Services Research and Development. Additionally, the system has developed special programs in diabetes research and treatment, Alzheimer's research, a comprehensive cancer center and bone marrow transplantation program (in conjunction with the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center), cardiac surgery, compensated work therapy, neurosurgery, limb loss preservation amputation care and treatment, and a radiation therapy program that includes seed implants for prostate cancer and a new hepatitis C collaborative center for education and research.

VA Puget Sound has the largest and most comprehensive research program in Washington and includes 145 investigators, 445 research projects, 54 HSR&D projects, and over 400 staff, with an overall budget of $21 million in funding.  VA Puget Sound ranks second in the VA system for VA funding, and ranks fifth for overall research funding. Current areas of research include cardiology, pulmonary medicine, cancer, dementia, substance abuse, mental health, rehabilitation and infectious disease and diabetes.


Disabilities and Pensions:  Not all of the problems of military service end when people are discharged from active duty.  About 2.3 million veterans receive monthly VA disability compensation for medical problems related to their service in uniform.  VA pensions go to about 345,000 wartime veterans with limited means.  Family members of about 574,000 veterans qualify for monthly VA payments as the survivors of disabled veterans or pension recipients.
*  VA's Seattle Regional Office serves veterans and their survivors in the state who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2001, the Seattle office processed 9,348 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 3,540 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2001, the Seattle facility acted on 5,808 cases where veterans reopened a claim, usually to seek an increase in their disability rating for higher payments.  Because of the complexity of many cases, plus legal requirements and the need to obtain military records, the application process can take several months or longer.  Streamlining the process and reducing backlogs are two of VA’s highest priorities.

There are currently 77,151 Washington veterans receiving disability compensation benefits and 5,086 Washington veterans receiving disability pensions.  There are 11,022 Washington surviving spouses, children and parents in receipt of survivor benefits.  The total annual payments to these Washington veterans and their survivors total $708,499,908.

· Homeless:  Nearly 25 percent of homeless people are veterans, and many more veterans who live in poverty are at risk of becoming homeless. VA is the only federal agency that provides substantial hands-on assistance directly to the homeless.  It has the largest network of homeless assistance programs in the country.  More than 7,000 transitional and permanent beds are available for homeless veterans throughout the states.  VA aggressively reaches out to veterans on the street, conducts clinical assessments, offers needed medical treatment, and provides long-term shelters and job training.  More than $150 million is dedicated to specialized homeless programs to assist homeless veterans, including grants and per diem payments to 200 public groups.

*  The Veterans Integrated Service Network (VISN) 20, which includes Alaska, Idaho, Oregon and Washington, reported the highest percentage of homeless veterans hospitalized for mental health reasons at nearly 50 percent, compared with VA's national average of 28 percent. The network ranked fifth in the nation for the percentage of homeless veterans with acute psychiatric disorders (28 percent) and fourth in the nation for admissions of homeless veterans with substance abuse problems (60 percent, which is nearly double the national average of 35 percent). The Puget Sound Region has a growing homeless population, estimated to be close to 6,000 on any given night.  In excess of 40 percent of all homeless adults in the region are veterans.  

As the largest and most complex medical center in the network, VA Puget Sound Health Care System reported the highest percentage of homeless veterans in its acute mental health programs (35 percent).  The Comprehensive Homeless Veterans Program provides extensive outreach, physical and psychiatric assessment, treatment and social service referrals including housing.  Through collaborative partnerships with local government and community-based agencies, VA Puget Sound has been successful in treating homeless veterans by expanding the continuum of care.  The domiciliary for homeless veterans is a residential rehabilitation program for motivated, homeless veterans and provides VA- subsidized housing, health care for homeless veterans, compensated work therapy and job training.  Veterans Supported Housing is a joint HUD and VA program that provides long term, affordable housing with case management for homeless veterans with emotional or substance abuse problems. A comprehensive work therapy program assists in the continuing sobriety and abstinence of homeless veterans by providing rehabilitative work training in the medical center and at locations throughout the Puget Sound Region.  

To better address the needs of homeless veterans, VA recently awarded competitive grants ($1.25 million) to the Compass Center and the Salvation Army in Tacoma and Seattle to work collaboratively with VA Puget Sound.  VA Puget Sound was recently awarded one of 10 national awards (a $200,000 grant) for women veteran outreach services.  A major aspect of this program is the emphasis on trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder. Additionally, VA Puget Sound has created local partnerships with Lens Crafters to provide glasses for homeless veterans and recently secured VA funding for joint effort involving VA and community agency for a homeless veterans oral hygiene and dental outreach program.

Spokane homeless veterans program has provided homeless services and resources to nearly 6,000 veterans at geographically remote stand downs, in rural areas such as Libby, Montana and Colville, and three Indian Reservations. Partnerships have been forged with community organizations to enhance the ability to serve both the severely chronically mentally ill and dually diagnosed veteran.  In addition, homeless staff have worked closely with the Washington State Department of Social Services to provide timely evaluations for public assistance. 

In addition to the services provided by VA Puget Health Care System, additional specialized services are extended to homeless veterans. The Comprehensive Homeless Patient Care Line includes a continuum of high quality service and housing resources for eligible and motivated veterans to break the cycle of homelessness and unemployment.  Services include compensated work therapy, health care for homeless outreach, treatment and service, domiciliary care for homeless veterans and veterans supported housing (a joint program between HUD section 8 and the VA). More than 13,000 veterans have benefited from the Healthcare for Homeless program.  The Patient Care Line served close to 2,000 homeless veterans this past year.

· Memorial Affairs:  Most men and women who have been in the military are eligible for burial in a national cemetery, as are their dependent children and usually their spouses.  VA manages the country’s network of national cemeteries with more than 2.4 million gravesites at 120 national cemeteries in 39 states and Puerto Rico, as well as in 33 soldier’s lots and monument sites. Last year, nearly 85,000 veterans were buried in VA's national cemeteries.  Additionally, in 2001, VA provided more than 300,000 headstones and markers and 327,000 Presidential Memorial Certificates to the loved ones of deceased veterans.  VA-assisted state veterans cemeteries provided more than 15,400 interments.

*  Tahoma National Cemetery in Kent had 1,629 burials in 2001.  The state has two veterans' cemeteries that received no federal development funds.  VA provided 3,605 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in Washington and 3,039 Presidential Memorial Certificates to survivors of Washington veterans.
For additional state summaries see: 

http://www.va.gov/opa/fact/statesum/index.htm.
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