
Chairman Specter, Chairman Smith, Ranking Member Graham, Ranking Member Evans 

and members of the Senate and House Veterans’ Affairs Committees, I am W.G. “Bill” 

Kilgore, national commander of AMVETS, and it is an honor to appear before this joint 

session to present AMVETS’ legislative agenda.  On behalf of AMVETS, the AMVETS 

Ladies Auxiliary, Sons of AMVETS and our other related associations, I thank you for 

giving us this opportunity.   

As you know, AMVETS has been a leader since 1944 in helping to preserve the 

freedoms secured by America's Armed Forces.  Today, our organization continues its 

proud tradition, providing, not only support for veterans and the active military in 

procuring their earned entitlements, but also an array of community services that enhance 

the quality of life for our nation's citizens.  

Mr. Chairman, one of the most important and influential voices of the 20th century 

once observed that “we sleep safely in our beds because rough men stand ready in the night 

to visit violence on those who would harm us.”  At a time when we are dealing with the 

global war on terrorism, as well as challenges in Iraq and elsewhere around the globe, 

George Orwell’s remarks help us to focus on important issues we cannot afford to get 

wrong. 

In keeping with our heritage and principles, we do not seek war but rather a true 

and lasting peace among with all nations.  Nevertheless, the events of Sept. 11, 2001, and its 

aftermath have awakened Americans to new challenges to the freedoms we cherish.  Today, 

shadowy networks of terrorists and those who support terrorism have already declared 

war on the United States and our most prized assets—our freedom and our citizens.  

Clearly, terrorists cannot be given room to function.  Unanswered terrorism threatens to 

defeat every sacrifice veterans have made to the defense of freedom and country. 

Defending the United States homeland and the cause of freedom means that our 

Armed Forces must have access to every tool to counter such threats.  It means that the 

dangers we face must be confronted.  It means that the need to end the terrorist threat is 

real.  And it means that the men and women who put on the military uniform deserve the 

very best weapons, the best training and the best care we can give them.   

Make no mistake about it, undertaking the war on terrorism is fraught with 

dangers.  We are all clearly aware of this fact.  Yet we also know the terrorists who struck 
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America were ruthless and they acted without regard for the lives of innocent men, women 

and children.  There is no doubt that if given the chance they will strike again.  And of 

greatest concern, they are working to acquire weapons of mass destruction.    

While there are clearly dangers in rooting out those determined to use these 

capabilities, there is a far greater danger in simply not doing anything.  It’s important to 

understand that when we are talking about weapons of mass destruction, we are talking 

about a specter of devastation so horrible as to boggle the imagination—American cities 

torn in ruin with millions of our fellow citizens succumbing to illness or injury from a 

biological, chemical, or radiological attack.   

Those who would do us harm have shown their intentions, and we cannot forget and 

move on.   As the President has said, “This great nation cannot live in freedom at the mercy 

of any foreign plot or power.” 

AMVETS firmly believes that to defend America and the cause of freedom we need 

to take special care of one of America’s greatest assets: our men and women in uniform.   I 

think most Americans recognize how vital these defenders are to our national security and 

the debt we owe them. I also believe it is important to think about the daily sacrifices made 

by those who serve.  Every day they risk their lives.  Every day they miss loved ones, 

thousands of miles away.  In today’s voluntary service, every man and woman does it by 

choice.  We should be very proud of the service they give to America every day. 

In this regard, the members of AMVETS applaud Congress for the actions taken 

over the last two years to increase pay, improve the overall quality of life for our troops 

and provide the wherewithal necessary for their support.   

The members of AMVETS, however, are concerned about increasing restrictions on 

the U.S. military’s ability to train.  To win any war against terrorism and prepare for 

future conflicts, the United States military must be trained and ready.  The cornerstone to 

military readiness is realistic training; America’s soldiers, sailors, airmen and marines 

must be able to train as they fight.   

While AMVETS certainly supports our country’s long-term environmental 

stewardship responsibilities, we believe that protecting natural resources is not 

incompatible with providing land, air and sea space for realistic combat training.  And we 

urge that Congress make commonsense changes to existing laws to ensure that operational 
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readiness is not diminished.   After all, if it’s true that we fight as we train, the loss in 

critical training space poses a serious threat to the health and welfare of our defenders who 

one day will be veterans.      

 Here, I would like to make special mention of the tremendous contribution the 

National Guard and Reserves have made to the defense of our nation.  Over the years, the 

mission of the Reserve components has changed as they account for increasingly more of 

our national defense responsibilities.   

The increased reliance on these components has some positive and negative 

consequences.  On the positive side, it demonstrates that if force becomes necessary, the 

Guard and Reserves are ready.  Also, it prompts them to improve their abilities to respond 

to crises quickly and effectively.   

On the other hand, the increased reliance places a lot of pressure, not only on those 

who serve, but also on employers and families.  Today, more than 168,000 national 

guardsmen and reservists are currently deployed on active duty, an increase of 110,000 

over this time last year.  As such, AMVETS urges Congress to realistically understand the 

changes that have occurred in the use of the Guard and Reserves and to continue its efforts 

to upgrade and update protections and benefits for those called away from family, home, 

and employment to active duty.  They serve us well, and we do not want take their sacrifice 

for granted. 

Mr. Chairman, the sacrifice of our men and women in military uniform is a 

recurring theme in our history.  In a letter home, a stunned Civil War soldier wrote from 

the battlefield, “We came to Gettysburg in force. Some of us did not come out. If you 

weren’t there, you’ll never understand what happened.”   

It is incumbent on us to ask ourselves, Will we act responsibly and remember the 

veteran’s sacrifice?  Will we honor the brave and dedicated men and women who once 

wore the uniform?  As President Bush said, “A grateful nation must keep faith with 

veterans and military retirees – treating them with the care they have been promised, and 

the dignity they have earned.”  It would be unconscionable should we fail in that regard.  

Much is at stake, and it is important to be ever mindful of what another of our great 

Presidents, Abraham Lincoln, once said: “Any nation that does not honor its heroes will 

not long endure.”  
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Reviewing recent congressional priorities, we see that the members of this joint 

body have not forgotten to honor America’s defenders.  Your record is a story of 

accomplishment.  Throughout the past Congress, you served with passion and with care.  

And AMVETS says, “Thank you.”   

Thank you for improving job training and placement for our nation’s veterans and 

for retaining the Veterans Employment and Training Service within the Department of 

Labor where it belongs; for increasing the Montgomery GI Bill benefits; for supporting 

programs to end chronic homelessness among veterans; for boosting compensation benefits 

to help veterans keep pace with the increased costs of living; for extending healthcare 

benefits to surviving spouses; for expanding assistance to Gulf War and Vietnam veterans; 

for assisting those with hearing losses; and for approving a resolution to continue the 

observance of November 11 solely as Veterans Day, distinct from Election Day or other 

federal holidays. 

 I would also add that AMVETS strongly supports your efforts to improve on the 

administration’s budget recommendations for fiscal year 2004.  Your budget 

recommendation for $27.48 billion for medical care—an increase of $2.27 billion over the 

President’s figures—is is greatly appreciated. 

 AMVETS believes the VA healthcare system is a unique and irreplaceable national 

investment, critical to the nation and its veterans.  In fact, many veterans consider access to 

high quality health care to be one of their most important benefits.   

 If we are to honor our obligation to the brave and dedicated men and women who 

have worn this nation’s military uniform, we should clearly understand their legacy – 

which is freedom.  And in this understanding, we must come to grips with the fact that 

freedom is not free.  Its costs are measured in terms of lives lost and disabilities suffered.  

Indeed, the citizen soldiers who, together with their families, bear the scars and infirmities 

of their service will do so throughout the remainder of their adult lives. 

 Over the years, AMVETS has reported on chronic funding shortfalls that have 

resulted in denial, delay and rationing of veterans healthcare.  We do not believe these 

circumstances represent what you and your full committees have collectively fought for on 

behalf of veterans.  And we truly appreciate the support you have provided in your 
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recommendations to fund the Department of Veterans Affairs at levels necessary to allow 

the healthcare system to deliver the world-class services of which it is capable. 

The members of AMVETS are pleased to see final passage of appropriations for the 

current year.  Nevertheless, serious funding shortfalls in the system remain.  At the end of 

January, more than 200,000 veterans seeking healthcare were waiting more than six 

months for an appointment to see a doctor.   

In the middle of that month, the administration sent a “smart bomb” into the 

veterans community by announcing a ban on future healthcare for so-called “category 

eight” veterans who had not previously enrolled in the system.   

 AMVETS is deeply troubled by this decision to ban access to VA healthcare.  

Naturally, we continue, as always, to support generous assistance to those who have special 

needs arising from service in the Armed Forces, particularly combat service.  We want to 

ensure that severely disabled veterans receive prompt care.  With so many veterans waiting 

for appointments, granting priority in scheduling them for severely disabled veterans is the 

right thing to do.  But denying access only devalues the service of those who seek care with 

VA.  

Instead of discouraging veterans from seeking health care, AMVETS would like to 

see VA operate with a budget sufficient to cover its true costs.  We realize, however, that 

some in government place a higher priority on expanding the funding stream for a host of 

non-veteran programs that compete for available federal resources with those for veterans.  

 To augment direct appropriations, AMVETS supports Medicare subvention as a 

way to enhance funding of VA health care.  Medicare subvention could prove beneficial to 

the government and veterans.  For veterans who have paid into Medicare throughout their 

working lives, VA subvention would mean greater access to care.    And for the 

government, there would be savings, since nearly 60 percent of enrolled veterans are 

Medicare-eligible and, according to VA, Medicare services can be delivered at less expense 

than in the private sector. 

 AMVETS also supports legislation to make medical funding mandatory rather than 

discretionary.  The members of AMVETS believe mandatory funding of VA health care 

would provide a comprehensive solution to the current funding problem.  Once healthcare 
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funding matches the actual average cost of care for the veterans enrolled in the system, 

with annual indexing for inflation, VA can fulfill its mission.  

 Mr. Chairman, as we continue to move forward together in this new millennium, the 

sustained availability of quality health care is central to VA’s mission.  AMVETS calls on 

the administration and Congress to provide the resources needed to care for America’s 

veterans.  We believe that adequate funding will remain central to VA’s ability to sustain 

the timely delivery of quality health care to the men and women who have sacrificed and 

served in the military. 

In this regard, we recommend an increase of $3.3 billion over last year’s VA 

medical-care spending.  This is the same amount that would be required if the 

administration’s budget was stripped of the enhanced co-payments and additional fees for 

enrollment.  AMVETS—together with the Disabled American Veterans, the Paralyzed 

Veterans of America and the Veterans of Foreign Wars—makes this recommendation in 

our 17th annual publication of The Independent Budget.  Some will say we can’t afford it; it 

costs too much.  We believe the IB is a balanced and responsible analysis of VA’s funding 

requirements, and that the price is not too great for the value received. 

Among other initiatives, AMVETS continues to support the overhaul of a disability-

claims process in dire need of attention.  Quality, timely decisions should be our aim.  

Today, it takes too long to settle a claim.  The error rate remains too high.  And veterans 

continue to face delays that effectively deny appropriate, legitimate compensation for 

disabilities resulting from military service. The challenges, which have historically plagued 

this system, are not insurmountable.   

We applaud the job retired U.S. Navy Vice Admiral Daniel L. Cooper is doing.  As 

VA undersecretary for benefits, he’s definitely making headway but requires a stronger 

budget than the flat line proposed by the administration.  Failure to fully fund the 

department’s requirements would stall progress and fail veterans seeking resolution to the 

claims.   

The members of AMVETS also urge Congress to exempt as eligibility criterion for 

all federal programs disability compensation, pension payments and Dependency and 

Indemnity Compensation Benefits (DIC). 
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In addition, AMVETS encourages Congress to review service-connected 

compensation and death benefits.  We believe that our totally disabled veterans are under-

compensated and would like to see a more liberal and generous benefit provided these 

individuals. 

On the matter of homeland security, we recognize a role for VA in America’s 

preparations for and defense against terrorist attacks and threats.  It seems to me that if we 

are to have a comprehensive national policy, we should give the department a role in that 

strategy.  After all, VA operates the largest integrated healthcare network in the world, 

encompassing 848 outpatient clinics and 162 medical centers.  And an integral part of VA’s 

mission is to provide backup medical resources to the military healthcare system and local 

communities in the case of emergency.   

In the critical area of veterans’ employment, AMVETS remains vigilant to ensure 

that programs currently in force, as well as those in development, give priority to veterans.  

It is important that employment programs at all levels of government continue to help 

veterans on that basis. 

In addition, Mr. Chairman, AMVETS stands solidly behind the right of Americans 

to protect their flag.  This flag of ours is a symbol of all that is good about our country.  It is 

also the symbol of a nation willing to sacrifice its most precious resource to be free.  

Though said nearly two centuries ago, Henry Ward Beecher, an American clergyman, was 

on point when he said, "A thoughtful mind when it sees a nation's flag, sees not the flag 

only, but the nation itself."  The men and women gathered here understand this perfectly. 

We look for our elected officials to bring this issue to a vote as soon as possible.  This 

is a high priority, and we ask Senators and Members of Congress to support us in allowing 

the American people an opportunity to debate overturning the 1989 Supreme Court 

decision that legalized flag desecration.   

We also want the fullest possible accounting of our missing servicemen and ask for 

your support in the effort to find and identify their remains.  This is important.  It is a duty 

we owe the families of those still missing and unaccounted for as well as to those who 

served or who currently serve.  We must not repeat the sins of the past.  A soldier 

recovered in a timely manner during hostilities will not become a MIA later.   As President 
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Bush said, “It is a signal that those who wear our country’s military uniform will never be 

abandoned.”   

Finally, a grateful nation must keep faith with its military retirees.  For more than 

100 years, disabled military retirees have been barred from collecting their full retirement 

pay for serving a minimum of 20 years in the service.  If a retiree has the misfortune of 

becoming disabled as a result of service, he or she can apply and receive VA disability 

compensation.  To receive this compensation, however, an equal amount of retired pay 

must be waived, dollar for dollar.  No one retired from service in the federal government is 

treated so shabbily.  

During the last Congress, the issue of restoration of retired pay was prominent.  

Majorities in the House and Senate cosponsored legislation to correct a century-old policy 

that denied veterans a portion of their military retired pay if they received service related 

disability compensation.  We are pleased that Purple Heart recipients and a number of 

veterans with combat-related injuries will soon begin to begin receiving their military 

retired pay and disability compensation in full.   

More needs to be done, however, and AMVETS calls on this Congress to set the 

matter right, once and for all—and allow disabled military retirees to receive full military 

retirement pay and the VA disability compensation to which they are entitled.   

Additionally, our State veterans’ homes require special merit and attention.  With 

our ever-aging veteran population, these institutions will bear an increasing burden in the 

care of our veterans.  We ask your review of this matter. 

Mr. Chairman, in the months ahead, AMVETS looks forward to working with you 

and others in the House and Senate to ensure that adequate resources are provided to meet 

the needs of America’s veterans and their families.  We have much to do, but we are 

encouraged in knowing our work will help determine the future of our nation and that of 

millions of others around the world who love freedom. 

This concludes my testimony.  Again, thank you for extending me the opportunity to 

appear before you today, and thank you for your support of veterans.  I hope all of you will 

be able to join us tonight for our AMVETS congressional reception to be held here in the 

Cannon Caucus Room from 5:30 to 7:30 p.m.   


