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under the Republican House, averaging $1.6 billion a year since 1998.

The House bill would raise health-care spending by $1.4 billion, or 6 percent, but
critics said that wouldn't keep pace with inflation and an estimated 9 percent
increase in veterans entering the system.

A bill supported by the largest veterans groups would make annual increases
automatic, based on health care needs. Congress would be shut out.

Putnam said that would be irresponsible.

“No one wants to deal with the messy process that is the legislative branch of
government,” Putnam said. But, he said, that process works.

It was very messy last week.
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The House and Senate last spring provided for a $3.2 billion health-care increase to
$29 billion for the VA in a nonbinding 2004 budget resolution. But the House on
Friday passed a bill that approves only a $1.4 billion increase as part of legisiation Veter:

that also funds the Department of Housing and Urban Development and a number of Cente
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House leaders, such as Rep. C.W. "Bill" Young, a Florida Republican, argued reme
Congress doesn't have more money. He is chairman of the Appropriations 13“?/”
Committee, which agreed on the $1.4 billion increase earlier last week. e
“The level of funding we provided is more than adequate," said John Scofield,
spokesman for Young's committee.
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Rep. James Walsh, the New York Republican who chairs the appropriations Page:
subcommittee that funds the VA, promised to work with the Senate to find more Jirect
money. Harris, one of the Florida protesters, said through an aide that Walsh's Veter:
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BUT THAT'S NOT ALL e

Critics say the difference is actually more than $1.8 billion because of other
decisions the House made.

The VA had assumed it would be allowed to collect a new $250 enroliment fee and a
drug co-payment increase from $7 to $15 for the highest-income veterans who don't
have service-connected disabilities. The goals were to raise money with the fees
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and save additional money by prompting 1.2 million veterans to exit the system
because it would become more expensive.

Veterans oppose the new fees and co-payments, which the House eliminated
without adding money to compensate.

If those decisions stand, a VA official said, the department would have a gap of at
least $500 million.

Last week, Principi announced the VA would start filling prescriptions written by non-
VA doctors for veterans on waiting lists for more than 30 days as of Friday. That was
expected to help reduce backlogs, but the House bill could change some of the VA's
assumptions.

“If we don't get that money, I'm highly confident that the waiting list is going to be
next to impossible to eliminate," said Mark Catlett, VA's principal deputy assistant
secretary for management.

Dennis Cullinan, legislative director of Veterans of Foreign Wars, said lawmakers
wouldn't be able to knock veterans' health care off balance or renege on promises if
funding was automatic. Vets intend to hammer that argument.

"We're bitterly disappointed,” he said.
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