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West Virginia

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, 3.3 million veterans and survivors received VA disability compensation or pensions, 421,000 veterans and their families used GI Bill education benefits, more than three million owned homes purchased with GI Bill home loan benefits and nearly 85,000 were buried in VA’s national cemeteries.

* VA spent nearly $620 million in West Virginia in 2001 to serve about 202,000 veterans who live in the state.  Last year, more than 77,000 persons received health care in the state’s VA facilities and 29,708 West Virginia veterans and survivors collected disability compensation or pension payments.  About 2,600 veterans and their families received GI Bill benefits for their education, over 11,000 owned homes purchased with VA home loan guarantees and 233 were interred at Grafton or West Virginia national cemeteries.

· 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 West Virginia, VA operates medical centers at Beckley, Clarksburg, Huntington and Martinsburg.  A full range of medical services is provided, including acute medical, surgical, psychiatric and nursing home care.  Specialty units at most medical centers offer veterans rehabilitative medicine, prosthetics and sensory aids, spinal cord injury care, women's health clinics, mental health and substance abuse clinics, urology and post- traumatic stress disorder counseling.  Additionally, outpatient clinics and vet centers throughout the state serve veterans in rural areas such as Tucker, Logan, Wood and Braxton counties, and at Charleston, Franklin, and Parkersburg. One more will open in 2002 in Mingo County.  Two more clinics are planned for Monongahela and Mingo Counties.  The Martinsburg medical center provides inpatient psychiatric care and a residential therapeutic program for veterans who completed inpatient post-traumatic stress disorder treatment.  Martinsburg also offers a center for addiction treatment and a brain injury rehabilitation unit.  In addition to general medical care, the Beckley and Huntington medical centers use telepathology, telemedicine and telepsychiatry services to provide care to veterans closer to home. Clarksburg uses telepsychiatry at its outpatient clinics in Wood and Tucker counties.

Each of the medical facilities is affiliated with at least one major university, including West Virginia University, College of West Virginia, Bluefield State College, Radford University, Marshall University's Joan C. Edwards School of Medicine, the Pikeville, Ky., School of Osteopathic Medicine and George Washington University School of Medicine in Washington, D.C.  West Virginia VA provides training for hundreds of medical students each year in nursing, dentistry, dietetics, audiology and speech pathology, medical technology, radiation technology, pharmacy, podiatry, psychiatry and social work.  Through West Virginia's Rural Health Education Consortium, medical and dental students, along with pharmacy and physician assistant students, rotate annually through the Martinsburg medical center. 

In 2001, the Huntington medical center further enhanced patient care with the implementation of a Picture Archiving and Communications System (PACS).  Used primarily in radiology, this new digital imaging technology makes it possible to convert x-rays, CT scans and other images into a digital package and transmit the image to any computer workstation in the facility.

· Patient Safety: VA’s emphasis on reporting and correcting medical errors has resulted in VA leading the nation in patient safety programs.  VA approaches patient safety with a broad strategy that includes error prevention and reduction, education and research.  The efforts are coordinated by the National Center for Patient Safety, which monitors a wide range of professional programs to improve patient safety.  As one example, VA has pioneered a bar-code system for administering medication that cuts medical errors by two-thirds.

* With an emphasis on providing safe, high-quality health care, West Virginia VA is taking steps to decrease medication errors and improve patient safety.   Bar-Code Medication Administration (BCMA) and the Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS) are two examples of using technology to improve patient care.  The bar-code system allows providers to scan patients’ wristbands to determine how much, when and what type of medication is ordered.  This system ensures that the right medication gets to the right patient. At the Huntington medical center, bar-coding of blood administration and the implementation and monitoring of clinical practice guidelines further decreases the possibility of errors.  Additionally, VA facilities have a program of external peer review to ensure the adequacy of patient records documentation and compliance with preventive and chronic care performance standards.  An aggressive patient incident reporting and correction system is in use at all West Virginia VA facilities, working to establish a culture of safety through prevention of error.  Efforts continue to improve patient safety, including accident review boards and risk management programs. 
· 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.

*  West Virginia VA cared for 34,457 veterans aged 65 years old or over in 2001.  Through its VA-operated nursing home care units and a network of state veterans' homes and contracted nursing homes, VA has made significant strides in addressing the needs of elderly West Virginia veterans.  Both Beckley and Martinsburg medical centers provide long-term care units that offer hospice, sub-acute, dementia, gero-psychiatric, rehabilitation, home-based primary care and visiting nurse programs. Additionally, plans are underway to open a long-term care unit at the Clarksburg medical center in conjunction with the West Virginia state government.  Besides inpatient care, VA provides a wide range of geriatric health-care services on an outpatient basis, including home-based primary care, geriatric clinics, adult day care and home-based hospice programs.  The Huntington medical center provides medical care for the state's only veterans home in Barboursville.  Throughout West Virginia, VA programs are directed toward achieving the highest quality of life possible and maintaining veterans in their homes and communities.  Design work is underway for a new addition at Beckley that will have 120 beds for long-term care. A 30-bed long-term care unit will open at the Clarksburg medical center in the fall of 2003.  
·  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, VA has contributed greatly to women’s health care and 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.

* VA's research initiatives in West Virginia cover health issues that are important to the tri-state area of West Virginia, Virginia and Kentucky.  Research issues include preventive health care, geriatric studies and delivery of health care in rural Appalachia.  Research initiatives at the Clarksburg medical center include prostate cancer, hypertension, women's health issues and gastro-intestinal studies.  The Martinsburg medical center participates in VA collaborative research projects on a national and local level.  Research efforts involve diabetes, chronic heart failure, glaucoma, smoking cessation and geriatric studies. The Huntington medical center has a three-year old research building which supports 12 research laboratories, a DNA Sequencing facility, common-use equipment rooms, a radioactive hot lab and state-of-the-art, accredited animal quarters.  

· 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 Huntington Regional Office serves veterans and their survivors in the state who are seeking VA financial benefits.  In fiscal year 2001, the Huntington office processed 2,977 disability compensation claims.  The total includes 415 veterans applying for the first time for disability compensation.  During fiscal year 2001, the Huntington facility acted on 2,562 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.

· 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.

* Programs to assist homeless veterans in West Virginia are extensive and reach all areas of the state.  The Martinsburg medical center's program began in 1994, and consists of a 60-bed domiciliary for homeless veterans and a 144-bed unit that provides rehabilitative care for veterans with medical and psychiatric problems.  VA domiciliary staff ensure a supportive, therapeutic residential rehabilitation program for veterans that addresses the multi-faceted needs of the homeless by providing comprehensive clinical and vocational services.  Outplacement and aftercare are also offered.  The Martinsburg, Huntington, Beckley and Clarksburg medical centers have homeless outreach social workers who routinely screen and counsel homeless veterans.  During the past several years, West Virginia facilities have been a significant partner with their communities in hosting Veterans' Stand Downs, providing medical care, clothes, sleeping bags and VA counseling.
· 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.

*  West Virginia National Cemetery in Grafton had 232 burials in 2001.  Grafton National Cemetery, which buries only eligible family members, had only one burial.  VA provided 3,850 headstones and markers for the graves of veterans in West Virginia and 1,466 Presidential Memorial Certificates to survivors of West Virginia veterans.
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