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Chairman Moran and Ranking Member Filner, my name is Linda McEwen. | am
President of Local 910 of the American Federation of Government Employees
(AFGE). My union represents some 400 Registered Nurses (RNs), physicians,
pharmacists and other health care professionals at the Kansas City VA Medical
Center. | come from a family of veterans.

Of my 30 years practicing nursing, | have proudly cared for veterans at the VA for
the past 18 years. | have an advanced degree in Health Service Management
and | am certified in Gerontology. | also served as the Chief Nurse at this facility
from 1989 through 1997. In 1997, the administration and Congress started to
place the VA on a flat-line starvation budget. During this time the Director, Mr.
Doran, and | had significant differences in our approach to the management of
staff to provide high quality care given limited resources. In 1999, | was one of
the health care professionals who chartered this local AFGE union.

Much has been publicized about the grotesque and horrible cleanliness problems
at this facility. Nurses, doctors and other staff at this facility have been frustrated
and dissatisfied with how the problems never seemed to be rectified no matter
how loudly or how persistently we called attention to the obvious problem of
vermin infestation.

Members of my AFGE Local regularly spoke up to the management in charge of
patient safety and infection control. We also repeatedly alerted facility
housekeeping management. Our brother union, AFGE Local 2663, representing
the non-professional staff at this VA medical center, was relentless in their efforts
to negotiate with management for more housekeeping staff because it was clear
that our facility was dirty and needed more cleaning staff. Unfortunately, even
when our brother union persuaded the Federal Impasse Panel of the merits of
their negotiating position, VA management at this facility delayed hiring new
housekeeping staff and failed to replace housekeepers as they left.

When AFGE found yet another vermin infestation and filth in the Canteen, we
argued with Mr. Doran to shut down the Canteen to no avail.

We tried and tried through internal processes to prompt management to make
changes.



As nurse, as a concerned citizen, as the daughter of a WWII veteran and as a
union officer, | ask Congress, what can you do to help make sure this never
happens again?

Your congressional investigations and your staff have certainly been effective in
prompting much needed action. And to his credit, Secretary Principi has
responded to correct some of the underlying problems of this medical facility.

We have a new Director at our facility. He is trying to make a difference and
restore our focus back on patient care not just survey results from patient
satisfaction forms. The replacement of top management at our facility is an
important first step towards improving patient safety. But | fear for the future.
Directors come and go.

Chairman Moran and Ranking Member Filner, Congress must do more than field
hearings to prevent the multiple problems that led to filth at our facility.

The VA must be fully funded. Additional funds are essential to rebuild our
staffing levels. We need appropriate numbers of professionals and support staff,
like housekeepers, to get the job done. But money alone is not enough if
management will not use it to hire staff or focus resources to improve patient
care.

It is clear that we need systemic checks and balances to prevent such egregious
problems from ever developing again, here or elsewhere. We need additional
accountability for how management runs a VA facility.

Part of that accountability occurs through the reports to the VISN and monitoring
done by central office in Washington, DC. However, surveys and reports are too
distant from the frontlines of health care and can be manipulated by
management. Moreover, the frontline staff and their union representatives are
not involved in making sure the reports are accurate. For example, had | been
required to sign off on the patient satisfaction reports from our facility | would
have objected to their accuracy because | believe that the surveys were
manipulated. With 172 medical facilities, real accountability can only occur at the
facility level, where health care is delivered. You can gloss over a problem in a
report to headquarters but you can’t snow the nurses and doctors on the ward.

As a nurse, | am first and foremost a patient advocate. Because my union
represents nurses and physicians my role as President of AFGE Local 910 is to
ensure that health care providers have a real voice at the workplace. It is my job
as a union leader to speak truth to power. It is my role to tell management what
they need to hear regarding our working conditions and about the delivery of care
at our facility - even when the truth is ugly. It is also my role as a local union
president to stand ready to work with management to solve the problems we’'ve
identified and improve the quality of patient care.



Robust labor-management relations are key to providing quality care for
veterans. The information and concerns expressed by federal employee unions
on behalf of the health care providers we represent should not be ignored or
dismissed. This is especially true as the VA tries to be more market-based and
run like a business. The focus on the bottom-line takes away the compassion for
the veteran and can divert attention away from quality care and the needs of the
patient, which are costly. Under a “do more with less” management philosophy it
is the frontline employees who can remind VA management that “less is less.” It
is the nurse at the bedside, and the physical therapist helping a veteran, and the
doctor with a calming explanation who can keep the VA focused on our mission.
These health care providers on the frontlines need to have a real voice at the
workplace and that is through their union.

| recognize that Congress cannot legislate that management respect its staff.
But you do write the laws that decide the topics for which we can ask
management to discuss with us at the bargaining table.

| urge you to help provide the staff at this and other VA facilities with the tools to
hold management more accountable. Management should be required to give
the union the opportunity to review key or routinely required reports and to
comment on the content or recommendations of those reports.

As nurses and doctors we have a significant and vital role in patient care yet we
cannot bring management to the bargaining table over important issues that
affect our ability to provide high quality care. The specific law on collective
bargaining in the VA prohibits me from raising issues involving direct patient care
at the bargaining table.

To prevent future safety problems at this or other VA facilities, | urge you to
rewrite 38 U.S.C. 7422. Allow the unions that represent workers who provide
direct patient care and know the challenges and problems involved in providing
safe and high quality care to negotiate over issues of direct patient care. Give
us a real voice at the workplace, and we will help you hold the VA accountable
for providing safe and high quality care for veterans.

Thank you for giving me this opportunity to share our concerns with you.



