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VA Benefits For Filipino Veterans

Citizens of the Republic of the Philippines who serve in the U.S. armed forces are eligible for the same VA benefits under the same criteria as any other U.S. military veterans.  The Philippine Islands gained their independence from the U.S. in 1946 following a transition period that was interrupted by World War II.  During World War II, Filipinos served in a variety of units, some coming under direct U.S. military control, others having no ties to the U.S. military, and still others falling somewhere in the middle.  Federal law, international treaties and court cases have taken up the question of which VA benefits should be given to various groups of World War II Filipino veterans. The U.S. recognizes service in four groups as qualifying for VA benefits, but only one group qualifies for full benefits.

Entitlement to VA Benefits

Under current law, Filipino veterans who served prior to October 6, 1945, in the Regular Philippine Scouts are entitled to all VA benefits under the same criteria as veterans of the U.S. Armed Forces.  Regular Philippine Scouts, or "old scouts," were Filipino-manned special forces, units of the U.S. Army whose officers were Americans.  Originally formed in 1901, long before any formal plan for Philippine independence, the Old Philippine Scouts were part of the U.S. Army throughout its existence

The following groups' eligibility generally is limited to certain benefits payable at a rate of 50 cents on the dollar.  Those benefits include disability compensation, clothing allowance and compensation for survivors of veterans who died in service or from a service-connected disability.

(  Special Philippine Scouts. Sometimes referred to as New Philippine Scouts, these individuals enlisted or reenlisted in Filipino-manned units of the U.S. Army on or after Oct. 6, 1945.

 Guerrilla Service.  Individuals in this group, called U.S. Army Forces of the Far East (USAFFE) Guerrillas, served under command of a commissioned officer in the U.S. Armed Forces or in the Philippine Army, recognized by and cooperating with U.S. forces.

 Commonwealth Army of the Philippines.  Also known as the Philippine Army, its members began service on or after July 26, 1941, and before June 30, 1946.

There are some exceptions.  For example, commissioned officers in the Special Philippine Scouts are paid at the full rate, the same as U.S. veterans.  Those who served in the Commonwealth Army or a Recognized Guerrilla unit are entitled to a burial allowance and flag.

Staffers from VA's Center for Minority Veterans have met with Filipino veteran leaders and, through a Filipino representative on VA's Advisory Committee on Minority Veterans, keep them apprised of veteran issues.

As of July 1998, it was estimated there are approximately 81,100 surviving Filipino World War II veterans who served in the Special Philippine Scouts, Philippine Army and recognized guerrilla groups.  Today, an estimated 17,000 Filipino veterans -- primarily World War II veterans -- are U.S citizens living in the U.S., approximately 1,250 of whom currently receive VA compensation for service-connected disabilities.  Approximately 5,000 Filipino veterans receiving VA service-connected disability compensation reside in the Philippines.

Health Care and Other Benefits

In addition to the limited compensation benefit, VA currently offers hospital and nursing home care and medical services in VA facilities, on a space-available basis, to World War II veterans of the Commonwealth Army and New Philippine Scouts for service-connected conditions.  Moreover, the Republic of the Philippines provides free hospital care to all its war veterans.  In addition to a VA regional benefits office that has been located in the Philippines since 1921 --  currently located in a U.S. Embassy annex in Manila -- VA operates an outpatient health care clinic in Pasay City in the Philippines.  Where eligible veterans require inpatient care, that may be provided at various community hospitals in the Philippines under contract.

In December 1999, Congress enacted a law that provides a special Social Security benefit to Filipino veterans of World War II who now reside outside the U.S. and who served in the organized military forces of the Philippines while those forces were in the service of the U.S.

Background and Basis for Special Study

The current benefits laws date to actions by Congress in 1946, which also provided $200 million to the Philippines for benefits to its military forces.  Congress historically has resisted changing the formula under which responsibility for the welfare of these veterans is shared between the United States and the Philippines. Filipino veterans service organizations are requesting greater benefits for various groups.  Some claim they served as Guerrillas, but their service cannot be verified.

Earlier this year in the administration's budget request for fiscal year 2001, VA proposed paying the full rate of VA compensation corresponding with the level of service-connected disability to all recognized World War II Filipino veterans who now live in the United States. This measure, which would cost $25 million over five years, also was proposed in the previous budget request.  Under current federal law, veterans of the Special Philippine Scouts, the Guerilla Service, and the Commonwealth Army of the Philippines receive compensation at one-half the rates paid to U.S. veterans for the same level of service-connected disability.  The difference was intended to reflect the differing economic conditions in the Philippines and the United States.  Through the years since World War II, however, many Filipino veterans and their dependents have immigrated to this country.  Filipino veterans living in the United States face living expenses comparable to those for U.S. veterans.  Limiting payment of subsistence benefits to those Filipino veterans results in an undue inequity and potential hardships to this group of beneficiaries.  VA believes that a change in law is warranted to address this inequity.

Noting that prior efforts in the last two sessions of Congress to eliminate the compensation limitation have failed, President Clinton in July 2000 directed VA, in coordination with the Office of Mangement and Budget (OMB) and the Departments of State and Defense, to study the needs of these veterans and the options available for meeting them.  To be completed by Oct. 31, the study will look at the history of Filipino veterans benefits, changes in the Filipino veteran population and the cost implications of options approved by OMB.
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