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Stiffing veterans

The underfunded V.A. is being overwhelmed by injured soldiers -- and 
the administration that sent them to war won't pay to take care of them.

By Judith Coburn
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Much has been written about how President Bush and Secretary 
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld waged war on the cheap, sending 
too few ill-equipped young soldiers -- 30 percent of them ill-
trained Reservists and National Guardsmen -- into battle. But 
little has been reported about how shockingly on-the-cheap the 
homecomings of these soldiers have proved to be. The Bush 
administration awarded Blake Miller a medal, but it has fought 
for three long years to deny soldiers like him the care they need. 
While Miller and his men were being thrown into the fire in 
Falluja, the White House was proposing to cut the combat pay of 
soldiers like them. (Only an outburst of outrage across the 
political spectrum caused the administration to back off from 
that suggestion.) 

The Veterans Administration, now run by a former Republican 
National Committeeman, has been subjected to the same radical 
hatcheting that the White House has tried to wield against the 
rest of America's safety net. Cutbacks, cooking the books, 
privatization schemes, even a proposal to close down the VA's 
operations have all been in evidence. The administration's inside-
the-beltway supporters like the Heritage Foundation and famed 
anti-tax radical Grover Norquist like to equate VA care with 
welfare. Traditionally, however, most Americans have held that 
the VA's medical care and disability compensation was earned by 
those who served their country. 

Unfortunately, in our draft-free country, the fight to protect the 
Veteran's Administration and to fully fund it has gone on largely 
out of public sight. Other than the Washington Post and the 
Associated Press, relatively few journalistic organizations have 
bothered to regularly cover the VA. The fight over it that White 
House hatchetmen, VA political appointees, and their allies in 
Congress have had with Congressional critics (Democratic and 
Republican) along with veterans' organizations has been 
monitored closely only by veterans' websites like Larry Scott's 
VAWatchdog.org, veteransforcommonsense.org and military.
com. 

While national deficits soar, thanks in part to skyrocketing war 
costs, veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan are flooding into the 
increasingly underfunded VA system.
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