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VA Claims Backlog Ready to Hit 1 Million

The Associated Press, June 18, 2009

The Department of Veterans Affairs appears poised to have hit the 1 million milestone on claims it still
hasn't processed. This unwelcome marker approaches as the agency scrambles to hire and train new
claims processors, which can take two years. VA officials are working with the Pentagon under orders
from President Barack Obama to create by 2012 a system that will allow the two agencies to
electronically exchange records, a process now done manually on paper.

Meanwhile, veterans, some of whom were severely wounded in Iraq and Afghanistan, continue to endure
financial hardship while their claims are processed. They wait more than four months on average for a
claim to be processed, and appealing a claim takes a year and a half on average.

Adding to the backlog are factors ranging from the complexity of processing mental health-related
claims of Iraq veterans, to a change that made it easier for Vietnam veterans exposed to the Agent
Orange herbicide to qualify for disability payments. The VA says it’s receiving about 13 percent more
claims today than it did a year ago.

The VA’s Web site shows the department has more than 722,000 claims and more than 172,000 appeals
it currently is processing, for a total of about 900,000. That is up from about 800,000 total claims in
January, according to the site.

Since early 2007, the VA has hired 4,200 claims processors and with that has seen improvements in the
number of claims it’s processing. It’s also working to modernize its system. :

Last year, Congress passed legislation that sought to update the disability rating process. A hearing
Thursday by a House Veterans Affairs subcommittee will look into whether the law’s changes are being
implemented and whether the VA will be able to handle a million claims.

Veterans advocates acknowledge there have been improvements in the claims process, but say it is still
too cumbersome. They say some injured veterans from the recent wars are paying bills with credit cards,
pending their first disability payments, at a time when it is challenging enough to recover from or adapt
to their injuries.

Former Marine Cpl. Patrick Murray, 25, of Arlington, Va., who was severely burned and had his right leg
amputated after a roadside bomb explosion in 2006, considers himself fortunate. He got a job once he
was discharged from the military, making for an easier wait as his case is processed. “For someone that
gets out of the military and doesn’t have a job lined up, they have no income,” said Murray, who works
for a construction company. “They are sitting there making zero money, either racking up credit card
bills or taking out loans, whatever it may be, all the while waiting.”

Murray said the first claim he filed was lost. The second ended up at a VA office in Colorado, and the
third was finally processed after a couple of months. It was mind-boggling, he said, to have spent 11
months in Walter Reed Army Medical Center and in outpatient care with stacks of medical files, only to
find out he had to mail his records to the VA to prove he was injured. {shortened due to space constraints]

Cost of Wars Since 2001: $869 Billion
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4,315 American Troops killed in Iraq; 712 American Troops killed in Afghanistan
Coalition Forces KIA in Afghanistan: 2009-152;  2008-294;  2007-232;  2006-191;
2005-130;  2004-58; 2003 - 57; 2002 -69; 2001 - 12



In the News:

General: National Guard is Key in Afghanistan [Mideast Stars and Stripes, June 23, 2009] Gen. Craig
McKinley, head of the U.S. National Guard, hears all the time how vital his troops are to the war effort in
Afghanistan, along with operations in other countries. The question is how does the Guard conduct its home-state
obligations while operating in foreign countries - when does the Guard reach its breaking point?

Afghanistan’s Failing Forces /[New York Times, June 23, 2009/ The news from Afghanistan is grim. In the first
week of June, there were more than 400 attacks, a level not seen since 2001. Until Afghanistan has a functioning
army and national police that can hold back insurgents and earn the trust of the Afghan people, there can be no
lasting security.

VA Moves Texas Brain Laboratory After Years Pass Without Testing /Washington Post, June 22, 2009/ The
Department of Veterans Affairs is moving a laboratory from the University of Texas that was established three
years ago to conduct state-of-the-art research into combat-related brain injuries. More than $3 million was spent
but not a single brain-injured veteran has been tested.

New U.S. Rule: No Fighting Near Afghan Homes [Associated Press, June 22, 2009] The top U.S. general in
Afghanistan will soon formally order U.S. and NATO forces to break away from fights with militants hiding in
Afghan houses so the battles do not kill civilians, a U.S. official said Monday.

Taliban Averts Attacks With U.S. Equipment /Washington Iimes, June 22, 2009/ The Government
Accountability Office reports that some Taliban fighters have been able to acquire special infrared patches that tell
U.S. combat pilots that they are friends rather than foes.

Rockets Hit US Base in Afghanistan, 2 Troops Dead [Associated Press, June 21, 2009] A rare rocket attack on
Bagram Air Base, the main U.S. base in Afghanistan early Sunday killed two U.S. troops and wounded six other
Americans, including two civilians.

Al-Qaida Says It Would Use Pakistani Nuclear Weapons /Reuters.com, June 22, 2009} Al-Qaida’s leader in
Afghanistan said the terrorist group would use Pakistan’s nuclear weapons in its fight against the U.S.

Al-Maliki: U.S. Military Support Needed Only For Troop Movement [Associated Press, June 17, 2009] Iraqg's
prime minister says his country will only seek help from the U.S. military to help transport its troops because "we
no longer have planes." Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki said his country would not exercise an option in an
agreement on U.S. troop withdrawals that allows Iraq to seek help from the Americans if violence increases.

Agents Say DEA is Forcing Them Hiegally to Work in Afghanistan [McClatchy Newspapers, June 20, 2009]
Some special-agent pilots contend that they're being illegally forced to go to a combat zone, while others who've
volunteered say they're not being properly equipped. More than a dozen DEA agents describe a badly managed
system in which some pilots have been sent to Afghanistan under duress or as punishment for bucking their
superiors. Some agents said they end up buying thousands of dollars of equipment themselves.

Medical Care For Wartime Contractors 'Horrendous' Lawmakers Bash U.S. Program That Depends On
Private Insurers. (US4 Today, June 19, 2009) Members of a House subcommittee criticized a federal program for
private insurance companies to provide medical care and benefits to civilians injured while working in Iraq and
Afghanistan. They exploited the program to reap enormous profits while shortchanging workers.
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Future Actions:

Vigil Every Wednesday; 5:00 — 6:00 p.m.: Join our South Orange rally at Spiotta Park on South Orange Avenue {across
from Blockbuster). Show your support for our troops! Bring them home NOW!
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