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EXAMINING TRANSITIONING
SERVICEMEMBERS EXPERIENCE

FRIDAY, AUGUST 23, 2024

SUBCOMMITTEE ON ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY,
COMMITTEE ON VETERANS’ AFFAIRS,
U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:03 a.m., Univer-
sity of Wisconsin La Crosse (UWL) Cleary Alumni & Friends Cen-
ter, Great Hall, 615 East Avenue N., La Crosse, WI, Hon. Derek
Van Orden, (chairman of the subcommittee) presiding.

Present: Representatives Van Orden, Grothman, and Levin.

OPENING STATEMENT OF DERRICK VAN ORDEN, CHAIRMAN

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The subcommittee will come to order. Good
morning.

First of all, I want to thank everybody for joining us in this field
hearing for the Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity of the U.S.
House of Representatives Committee on Veterans Affairs.

To the best of our knowledge this is the first official congres-
sional hearing that has ever taken place in the Third congressional
District of the State of Wisconsin.

I really want to thank you all for coming here, and there will be
more of this. I want everybody that is here to be more connected
with what is taking place in DC, and I sure as hell want everyone
in DC to be more connected with what is taking place here, and
this is a function of that. Thank you so much.

I am Derek Van Orden. It is my pleasure to not only serve as
your Congressman but also to serve as the chairman of the sub-
committee, and I set the pace in this Congress that this is not a
bipartisan committee. This is a nonpartisan committee and I am
very proud of Ranking Member Levin and the staff are strictly ad-
hering to this policy, and there is certainly enough garbage politi-
cally taking place around the country right now and there is abso-
lutely no place for politics at all when we are discussing our vet-
erans.

Thank you very much, Mike. I appreciate that greatly.

I also want to thank the students, faculty, staff at the University
of Wisconsin La Crosse for being here at this field hearing.

Chancellor Beeby, I do not know if he had a chance to be here
but thank you very much for having us here. David Tubb, Nate
Wolfe from the Veterans Center, thank you for hosting us in your
space.
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This is a unique space around the country. You guys do an in-
credible job for supporting our veterans so thank you so much for
that.

I also want to thank the Greater Driftless Area businesses for
hosting our staff during our stay here. I believe that they have con-
sumed their body’s weight of cheese curds, which I appreciate
greatly.

Mike just got here because he was down in Chicago. There was
something going on there. I did not read the papers this morning.
Apparently, there was something going on in Chicago, but it is
great to have him up here.

It is wonderful to see a school like this integrating veterans who
have served our country and protected us into their campus culture
and that does not happen everywhere around the country, and so
I deeply appreciate that.

Again, I would like to thank Ranking Member Levin. He is not
just the ranking member of this committee. He is actually a friend
of mine. We did the first subcommittee hearing—that was the first
one in Congress at all—was at Mike’s district.

He represents Oceanside, California. They have the highest pop-
ulation of veterans homelessness in the Nation and it is Mike’s
number-one priority to help alleviate veterans’ homelessness and
he makes a very, very strong effort in doing so, and so thank you
for coming to my neighborhood.

This summer it is great to have everybody here in the State of
Wisconsin. We are the largest producer of cheese. You can take
notes if you want. Cheese, cranberries, horseradish, ginseng, pre-
pared meats, bovine—dairy bovine genetics. I will tell you what
that means later. Of course, mink pelts. Mink pelts.

If anybody is in the market for bovine genetics or mink pelts,
please see my staff after the subcommittee hearing.

I want to thank you all, especially Mike, for traveling here to the
great State of Wisconsin and we are going to listen to the people
from Wisconsin and also from the Veterans Affairs Committee to
try to make sure that we can understand what the heck is going
on.
Before we get rolling, I am just going to ask everybody that has
served this Nation in their uniform please stand up. Holy beans.

[Applause.]

M‘I?‘ VAN ORDEN. Thank you. Who is watching the world right
now?

[Laughter.]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. It is a valid question. I see my commander here,
Sarah. Doug is here from Monroe County. Awesome guy. We have
an active duty service member. He is a specialist. I do not know
if he wants to be on camera or not but he is around here some-
where. Pretty good dude. I know his dad, who was a Marine. He
joined the Army. His dad is mad at him still.

I also want to thank the staff. There is so much work that goes
into having these, especially outside of DC, so I want to thank the
?ajority staff. I want to thank the minority staff for coming out

ere.

It is just amazing. They leave their families to come out here to
make sure that you guys understand what is going on.
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If any of you are having issues with the Veterans Affairs Admin-
istration, and I am your Congressman, or if Glenn is your Con-
gressman—Congressman Grothman—I am going to introduce him
in a second—I want you to—my staff, raise your hand. Hands.

Okay. If you are having a problem with the Veterans Affairs Ad-
ministration, everything from getting enrolled into ID Me, which
we have got some groups here, or if you are having problems with
claims and disabilities and stuff we are here for you today but we
will also be here for you tomorrow and the next day and the next
day and the next, okay, and that is an open invitation.

The format for today’s event is set up to allow you guys to see
what proceedings in Washington, DC, look like. It is not a town
hall but, again, we have just identified everybody from the staff. If
you have issues please bring them up with them or me following,
or with Ranking Member Levin.

My top priority as a member of the Veterans Affairs Committee
is suicide prevention, and as the chairman of the subcommittee I
have decided to take a novel approach to doing this by ensuring
that our service members’ transition from the military to civilian
life is successful.

We have a program called the Transition Assistance Program, or
TAP, in order to help with this, and I have chosen to focus on TAP
because those 24 months after someone leaves the service is, unfor-
tunately, when a lot of our veterans decide to commit suicide and
that is because in a blink of eye they lose their rank and their uni-
form. They lose their social status. They lose authority and any-
fV'V}llere from half to all of their paycheck and it is incredibly stress-
ul.

I decided to use our authority as Members of Congress to make
the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) take alternative and
innovative approaches to preventing veteran suicide as what they
are doing is simply—it is just not working.

Congress has provided over $120 billion since 9/11, $16.5 billion
in this last Fiscal Year for veteran suicide prevention and the vet-
eran suicide rate is increasing. What the VA is doing is not work-
ing. That is an objective fact.

This is another way to approach this problem set and I say make
because, unfortunately, many times the Veterans Affairs Adminis-
tration drags its feet when it comes to institutional change and
they are not alone.

The U.S. Department of Defense (DOD) has not been exception-
ally helpful in this matter either and no department, agency, or in-
dividual will ever be given any slack by this subcommittee if they
are protecting their institutions at the expense of our veterans.

If you read the papers around here you know that I can get a
?it salty when I am adamant about an issue and this is no dif-
erent.

Getting TAP right is an upstream solution that will hopefully
mitigate so many of the negative issues that faces our vets today
and potentially help Ranking Member Levin’s number-one issue,
keeping them off the street to begin with.

What we are going to do here is we are going to look at TAP very
specifically. Having served for 26 years myself I know how difficult
the transition to being a civilian can be.
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I introduced the TAP—Ilegislation to enhance the TAP program,
which is very well intended but, unfortunately, it does not always
meet the mark.

A recent U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) study
found that more than 4,300 at-risk service members did not receive
the warm handover assistance that was needed—4,300 of our
brothers and sisters—and too many of them were falling through
the cracks.

We will be doing a better job to make sure that there is a con-
crete plan set from when they take off that uniform to put on a suit
or if they put on a tool belt to get to work.

My bill increases the accountability within the DOD and requires
more data collection within TAP. My bill also refine changes the
committee made in the past the DOD did not follow. Again, they
are not being helpful.

No two service members have the same life experience as their
career in the military and we should do all we can to help person-
alize the transition experience that we provide to each of them to
meet their needs, not the department’s needs.

We are here today to listen, and I am pleased that we have a
great panel of witnesses with us today to talk about the transition
from the perspective of western Wisconsin.

Our panelists today do not do the work they do for money or for
fame but to help our veterans, and I want to thank the panelists
who are here today and I look forward to today’s discussion.

Once again, I thank Ranking Member Levin for attending this
field hearing here in the beautiful Third District of the State of
Wisconsin. I yield back.

I now yield to the ranking member for his opening remarks.

OPENING STATEMENT OF MIKE LEVIN, RANKING MEMBER

Mr. LEVIN. Well, thank you so much to Chairman Van Orden for
having me. Thank you to everyone for your hospitality. I under-
stand if I am here I have to cheer for the Packers, not the Vikings.
That is what I have been told. Thank you also to my colleague
Glenn Grothman.

I am Mike Levin from Southern California. I have the great
honor to represent Camp Pendleton. I do not know if we have any
Marines here but it has been my privilege and honor to serve these
last 6 years and, you know, I can tell you when you get to Congress
you have the opportunity to serve on a variety of different commit-
tees, a lot of the committees that you probably see on cable news,
people screaming and yelling at each other, not really getting any-
thing done, not being productive.

Your Congress member, Derek Van Orden, after his honorable
service as a SEAL decided to continue that service in the House of
Representatives and made a choice to be part of the House Vet-
erans Affairs Committee, which is probably the last bastion of—you
can call it nonpartisanship. You can call it camaraderie. You can
call it, you know, actually trying to get something done for people
rather than just point fingers and yell.

Sometimes we all point fingers at the VA. I am sorry about that.
We do it—at least we do it in a bipartisan way, in a friendly way
most of the time.
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Look, we are making great progress and I am really hopeful that
working with the chairman and working with my colleagues that
the staff will continue to work in a very collaborative way as well
to get major veterans legislation passed this year.

There is no reason we cannot do it. We have to prioritize it. We
are making great progress as it pertains to veteran homelessness.
I was very excited to work with VA, U.S. Department of Housing
& Urban Development (HUD), and Treasury a recent change, a
very big rule for veterans who are on the brink of homelessness or
have become homeless.

If you are—if you get disability compensation that used to be
counted as income toward getting housing assistance. That is no
longer the case. This is a very big deal.

The Sergeant First Class Heath Robinson Honoring our Promise
to Address Comprehensive Toxics (PACT) Act is another very big
deal, and as I was making the turn into La Crosse I saw a big old
billboard for the PACT Act and wanted to ask the chairman how
?e pulled that off. I want one of those billboards in Oceanside, Cali-
ornia.

I know that we are here to talk about TAP and I just want to
agree with what the chairman said. There is no one size fits all for
transitioning a service member. It simply does not work.

We have to individually tailor TAP for each service member’s
needs as best we can. I have had the honor to go and participate
in the TAP classes at Camp Pendleton and they throw so much at
our transitioning service members all at once in so many acronyms,
SO many programs.

They expect everybody to know everything after, you know, basi-
cally feeding it all to them. It is like cramming for an exam, right.

We have some bills that, hopefully, would help. There is one that
I introduced called the Transition Improvement by Estimating
Risk, or TIER Act, which will add new screening criteria to better
?nderstand the risk factors each transitioning service member
aces.

It was passed in the House National Defense Authorization Act
so we passed that in a bipartisan way but then it goes to the Sen-
ate and we know that—I see Senator Baldwin’s staff here so I can-
not say too many bad things about the Senate—but that is not al-
ways where good things get done. We need help with that.

Ranking Member Takano has the Ensuring Veterans Smooth
Transition Act that would automatically enroll transitioning vet-
erans into VA health care. I think that is a very good idea.

We have been, you know, working in a bipartisan way, non-
partisan way, to address the problems with TAP and I think your
Congress member is spot on in the desire for us to work together
and to improve things. We have to. We are going to continue to do
it and I hope we can get some stuff done this year.

With that, Mr. Chairman, I will yield back. Go Packers.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Okay. Now, he asked me, should you cheer for
the Packers or the Vikings. Now you know we are working in a
truly bipartisan manner because he would have opened up with—
he would have opened up with a skull this would have been a——

Mr. LEVIN. I would have said Go Rams but nobody here would
have liked that. They would not—throw me out of here.
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Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Ranking Member Levin.

I will now introduce the witness panel. Our witnesses for the
first panel are from the Department of Veterans Affairs—from the
Department of Veterans Affairs include Mr. Duane Honeycutt, ex-
ecutive director of the Milwaukee VA regional office, who is accom-
panied by Mr. Nick Pamperin, executive director of Veterans Read-
iness and Employment (VR&E), and Ms. Melissa Cohen, executive
director of outreach, transition and economics.

I would ask the individuals to please stand and raise their
hands.

Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you are about to pro-
vide is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?

[Witnesses are sworn.]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you very much. The record will reflect
that the witnesses have answered in the affirmative.

Please take your seat. In accordance with the Committee Rule
5(e) I ask unanimous consent that Representative Glenn Grothman
from the great State of Wisconsin be permitted to participate in to-
day’s subcommittee hearing.

Hearing no objections, we will proceed.

Mr. Honeycutt, you are now recognized for 5 minutes to deliver
your testimony on behalf of the VA witnesses.

STATEMENT OF DUANE HONEYCUTT

Mr. HONEYCUTT. Chairman Van Orden, Ranking Member Levin,
and distinguished members of the subcommittee, I appreciate the
opportunity to appear before you today to discuss transitioning
service members’ experience with the Department of Veterans Af-
fairs and the services and benefits available to them.

Accompanying me today is Melissa Cohen, executive director of
outreach, transition and economic development, and Nick
Pamperin, executive director of veteran readiness and employment.

Within VA our focus is on increasing transparency, improving
collaboration, and keeping veterans at the center of everything we
do. The VR&E benefit is truly one of the most life transformative
programs for our veterans that VA has.

The Milwaukee VR&E division comprised of three VR&E out-
based offices—Eau Claire, Green Bay and Madison—as well as the
Vet Success on Campus program at the University of Wisconsin,
Milwaukee, the VR&E benefit is truly one of the most life trans-
formative programs our veterans have.

At the Milwaukee VA regional office, or RO, we have focused on
positive veteran outcomes, communication with our partners about
VR&E benefits and outreach. Locational rehabilitation counselors
have already achieved a positive outcome for 166 veterans this Fis-
cal Year of which 141 have received an employment outcome.

Of those 25 have reached maximum rehabilitation gain, which
means the veteran participant has reached full employability po-
tential based on the limitations of their disabilities.

Potential like Darren, a marine from Milwaukee who shared,
“Peng, my VR&E counselor, guided me straight into a vocational
field appropriate for my life experience. Her motivation pushed me
to do better than I believed I could. I completed my degree and
began a new construction safety manager career. My service-con-



7

nected disability had limited my future earning potential. Peng fa-
cilitated a plan for myself and my family to move forward.”

We cannot be fully successful without the support of our part-
ners. The Milwaukee RO regularly provides training and monthly
briefings to county veteran service officers and veteran service or-
ganization partners about all aspects of RO operations including
VR&E.

In addition to assisting veterans who are actually seeking em-
ployment the Milwaukee RO collaborates with Federal, State, and
county and city partners, and in this Fiscal Year the Milwaukee
RO assisted veterans with job placement into 20 Federal, three
State, three county, and six city positions.

We also want to ensure we are doing our best to outreach to vet-
erans themselves. The Milwaukee VR&E division has taken a
proactive role in presenting virtual meetings and events open to
veterans throughout the State.

The VR&E division continues its active involvement with the De-
partment of Workforce Development. In Fiscal Year 2024 we have
had over 1,214 VR&E applicants, the most claims the VR&E divi-
sion in Milwaukee has ever processed.

The Milwaukee RO maintains a strong outreach presence across
the State of Wisconsin including to transitioning service members.

During Fiscal Year 2023 the RO participated in 14 Reserve and
Guard outreach events and five thus far in Fiscal Year 2024, as-
sisting veterans and transitioning service members at events such
as resource fairs and Yellow Ribbon programs throughout the
State.

I want to express my appreciation for your continued support
and continue to improve our service to transitioning our Nation’s
veterans, their families, their caregivers and survivors.

VA remains committed to increasing transparency and continued
collaboration with you and our stakeholders.

Chairman, this concludes my statement. My colleagues and I
would be happy to answer any questions to you or any other mem-
bers of the subcommittee may have.

Thank you.

[THE PREPARED STATEMENT OF DUANE HONEYCUTT APPEARS IN THE APPENDIX]

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman yields back.

The chair now recognizes Ms. Cohen for 5 minutes for her testi-
mony, and the written testimony of Mr. Honeycutt will be entered
into the hearing record.

Well, I guess we will not be doing that, Ms. Cohen. You guys all
got together ahead of time. All right.

Well, I will now proceed to a question and ask the members and
witnesses to please respect the 5-minute rule. Actually, I am not
going to ask you. I am telling you. I am shutting the microphone
off at 5 minutes. Sorry, that is the senior chief in me. Anyone in
the Navy gets that.

I now recognize Ranking Member Levin for 5 minutes to question
witnesses.

Mr. LEVIN. Well, thank you, Chairman. I got a readout of the an-
nual VA military civilian transition summit and one thing that con-
cerned me was that very little—at least as I understand, very little
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was discussed about the Veteran Readiness and Employment, or
VR&E, program.

This has been a underutilized program for my five-plus years in
the Congress and I have been trying to figure out why that is and
how we can improve.

I think the role that the program plays with service members
transitioning out of the military due to an illness or injury is in-
credibly important. It provides something called IDES, Integrated
Disability Evaluation System, counselors that can help
transitioning service members with automatic enrollment. Again, I
think that is important if they are being discharged due to illness
or injury.

Mr. Honeycutt, how does the VA ensure awareness of the VR&E
program and IDES counselors located on military installations?

Mr. HoNEYCUTT. Thank you for that question. I believe Ms.
Cohen would be able to provide a complete response.

Ms. CoHEN. Thank you for the question.

We make transitioning service members, first and foremost,
aware of VR&E in our TAP course. We have module four. It is
within getting career ready. It is an 80-minute course.

Subsequent to that we provide one-on-one benefit advisor ap-
pointments. A new initiative we are starting is that you can—we
show a Quick Response (QR) code during your TAP course so you
can make the appointment right there during TAP so you can talk
with a benefit advisor individually.

Also Solid Start. We are going to reach out to veterans three
times in that first year and we stand ready to answer VR&E-re-
lated questions and to—we have access to what services they have
accessed or not and can share VR&E information there.

We also have many military lifestyle modules as well so there
are a myriad of avenues we try to make sure we do that. Last, too
our outreach efforts—we do include it in our—in our outreach talk-
ing points.

Mr. LEVIN. Do you think that today VR&E is utilized effectively
by transitioning service members? Are you satisfied with the rate
with which VR&E is used?

Ms. CoHEN. If I would, I would defer that to Mr. Pamperin with
the VR&E program.

Mr. PAMPERIN. It is a great question, sir.

What I will tell you is we have seen record growth within VR&E,
growth that we have never seen historically before. We are up over
45 percent in applications, over 38 percent in active participants.
We are at over 160,000 veterans within our program.

Our program is not for every veteran. You do have to have that
service-connected disability and an employment barrier. In my two
and a half years in this program, when I first came on board we
were hovering at around 117,000, 120,000. I think as part of out-
reach, as part of the PACT Act, part of all of the efforts that we
have made, we have seen tremendous growth.

Mr. LEVIN. How many veterans, roughly, do you think could
avail themselves of VR&E if they knew to sign up and, you know,
were given the adequate information to do? What does that rough
number look like? It is 160,000 out of how many?
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Mr. PAMPERIN. Honestly, sir, I would have to take that one back
for the record because it is a two-part process. You have got to
have the service-connected and character of discharge for eligibility
and then you are seen by a counselor and they are the ones who
make that professional designation—is that—is there a barrier to
your employment and things of that nature. I would be happy
to

Mr. LEVIN. I am encouraged to hear the spike, you know, 38 per-
cent you said from a hundred—you said, roughly, 117,000 and
160,000 but, again, the question is out of how many and what I
have heard is that it is a lot. You know, we are talking about sev-
eral hundred thousand potentially that could, you know, take ad-
vantage of that program.

I guess the—I am encouraged to hear about a QR code—that is
good. What else can you do differently? It sounds like things are
improving. Obviously, with the PACT Act they are improving.
What else can you do differently? What creative ideas or sugges-
tions do you have?

Ms. COHEN. A few initiatives. We have launched—we have col-
laborated with U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) with our off-base
transition training. We have done

Mr. LEVIN. That was our bill. Appreciate that.

Ms. COHEN. Absolutely. That is another opportunity where we
are messaging services. Also with our Solid Start—that is new
too—is we are reaching out where they can schedule the call in ad-
vance, and while Solid Start already has a more than 70 percent
connection rate we are finding that when people—when veterans
can schedule that call in advance they are answering that call on
the first instead of the third call and the length of the conversation
we are finding is twice as long.

We continue to work every avenue we can to make sure we have
that direct connect.

Mr. LEVIN. With the chairman’s permission I will ask one more
question. He is tough with his gavel, though. Or we can come back
for a second round if you want.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Mike, please go ahead and we are going to ex-
tend your window here.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you, sir.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Of course, it is only because you rooted for the
Packers.

[Laughter.]

Mr. LEVIN. The other program I wanted to ask you about is the
Vet Success on Campus and the VSOC counselors. There are not
enough of them. Lots of campuses do not have them.

I think I read here in the Milwaukee area you—or in the region,
rather, you have one at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee,
but you do not have any in lots of other areas.

The question is how does your VR&E office manage what are
supposed to be personalized career planning and Chapter 36 coun-
seling requests at all these other campuses when you only have one
counselor for this whole region. It is a big region. We are a long
way from Milwaukee.

Mr. HoNEYcUTT. Thank you for that question.
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The determination of how many VSOCs we have in Wisconsin,
unfortunately, is not made by me. It is determined nationally and
I believe Mr. Pamperin could expound on that as to why.

Mr. PAMPERIN. Sure. Be happy to.

I know VSOC is requested at a lot of states and universities
across the country. We do have a wait list of over—of about 300
universities that have requested them.

To your point, first, on the Chapter 36 portion, for any veteran
who is seeking 36 services that does not have a VSOC we do have
what—our Personalized Career Planning and Guidance Program
(PCPGQG) contract that does provide that counseling service to those
veterans on those campus for schools that have requested.

We have, unfortunately, been constrained by who we are allowed
to hire for a VSOC. Right now, due to our record growth our first
priority is to ensure that veterans are seen by a counselor. We do
have that legislative requirement of one counselor per 125 vet-
erans.

We recently added 342 Full-time Equivalent (FTE) to the VR&E
program this year alone just to maintain that ratio. The VSOC
counselors on campus provide an immense benefit to veterans and
to military dependents and spouses on that campus but 76 percent
of the work that they do is not VR&E related.

We are constrained by—we are required to hire that master’s-
educated counselor that has one of five degrees.

Makes it incredibly difficult to recruit and, respectfully, my first
priority has to be getting those veterans that are in the 31 pipeline,
that massive growth that we have seen, seen by a counselor.

That is where our primary focus has been.

Mr. LEVIN. Do you know if that—my last question—if that mas-
ter’s requirement is a statutory requirement or is that something
that you have put in place via regulation?

Mr. PAMPERIN. It is statutory, sir.

Mr. LEVIN. We can—we will take that back. That is a very help-
ful feedback.

Mr. PAMPERIN. I would love to work with you and the committee
on finding some relief so that we can potentially change that bar-
rier that we have so that we could look to add more or provide, you
know, the service to colleges.

Mr. LEVIN. Thank you. Yield back. He is going to get this gavel.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman’s time has expired. The chair
now recognizes Hon. Glenn Grothman, my very good friend from
the great State of Wisconsin, for 5 minutes.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Thank you. Okay. I would like to thank Con-
gressman Van Orden for having this hearing.

You know, most of the Congress is—in August because we are
not in Washington is kind of on break so I was very happy to see
that Derek Van Orden was bringing a little bit of Congress here,
and his office happens to be next to mine.

I can tell you for a freshman he already has developed a reputa-
tion for kind of, at least on the Republican side of the aisle, one
of the two or three guys who is the go-to guy on veterans issues
and I certainly—not having been in the military myself I certainly
rely a great deal on Congressman Van Orden for how to handle
veterans issues.
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Now, a couple questions here. I was interested that you just told
me that we have restrictions on who can become a counselor. Do
you think those restrictions should be removed?

Mr. PAMPERIN. Sir, for clarification, the restrictions on the Vet
Success on Campus counselor position?

Mr. GROTHMAN. Yes.

Mr. PAMPERIN. It is my opinion that they—those restrictions
should be removed so that they can provide the general benefits VA
assistance. Opens up the door for us to hire a whole different cadre
than a small group of counselors.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay.

Next question. Congressman Van Orden led off by talking a little
bit about the high suicide rate among veterans. Does any of you
feel qualified to talk about the number of suicides and why they
are going up?

I mean, we are certainly putting more and more money into
counselors, which I guess proves that somebody who is putting
money into a problem does not solve the problem. If you want to
give us a shot as to why the number of suicides keeps going up
anyway?

Mr. HONEYCUTT. Thank you for the question.

I could not really respond to that. I can tell you some—I can out-
line the training our employees have over the—at least at the re-
gional office level to attempt to impact that in a positive way.

We have approximately 850 full time employees at the Mil-
waukee regional office. They are required to undergo annual train-
ing on suicide prevention which includes referrals to identifying if
they—if they identify it a potential to refer to specialists a suicide
crisis hotline in the hospital.

Our public-facing employees actually have training twice a year
on this issue provided by Melissa’s staff and I will let Melissa ex-
pound on that.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay. I will tell you which direction I am going.

First of all, if the number of suicides is going up is it greater
than for the general population? Say, veterans who are in their 30’s
compared to the population as a whole in their 30’s, are veterans
committing suicide at a higher rate?

Ms. COHEN. I cannot speak to that specific question. I can tell
you a little bit about some of the services within my area of respon-
sibility that may help with the general topic if that is helpful for
you.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay, sure. Well, do you know when a veteran
commits suicide does it go into some sort of data bank somewhere
where we can follow up and see what would have happened there?

Ms. CoHEN. I do not have that particular portfolio. I cannot an-
swer that question. I can tell you that DOD flags for us when there
is a transitioning service member that has certain risk factors and
we will reach out.

M;" GROTHMAN. Yes. Does anybody have an answer to that ques-
tion?

Mr. VAN ORDEN. I do, yes. Sorry, I recognize myself for—can we
have a colloquy here?

Yes, Congressman Grothman, what happens is that the Veterans
Affairs Administration catalogs this but they are—they are not cat-
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aloging several different types of deaths of veterans including drug
and alcohol overdoses and also accidents related to drug and alco-
hol overdose.

They are mischaracterizing the amount of veterans that are actu-
ally committing suicide. We have had multiple hearings about this
in Congress and the issue is that they are not using different types
of—they call them evidence-based treatment modalities.

We are going to have—as a matter of fact, I would like to invite
you and you. In September we are going to have another hearing
for nontraditional and nonevidence-based treatment modalities to
prevent veteran suicide.

That is the long answer to your question. The short answer is
yes.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay. Well, very good.

Do you find as the number of people you treat has gone up that
the number of suicides has dropped, or what is the correlation be-
tween the number of veterans you touch and the number of disas-
ters we have?

Mr. HONEYCUTT. Thank you for that question. I really do not be-
lieve that I would be able to answer that question. I think that
would be better directed toward our Veterans Health Administra-
tion (VHA) counterparts.

Give you an example. You know, I said we have—in the regional
office we have about 850 FTE. Only about 10 percent of those actu-
ally do face-to-face contact with veterans. The rest of them are ac-
tually, you know, doing other services, looking at—basically decid-
ing claims, different things.

They may see flags within a claims file that there is a suicide
potential and they do referrals or it is not unusual for the national
call center, which is not in Milwaukee, to refer a call from a Wis-
consin veteran that there is this flag for suicide potential or—and
it goes through a protocol referral process to the hospital, to the
suicide hotline, up and to include welfare checks. There is a whole
litany of process there.

To your base question, I do not feel I would have the knowledge
to answer it.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay. I guess my 5 minutes is up.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The gentleman’s time has expired. Glenn, if you
want to do a second we are here all day.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. The chair now recognizes himself for 5 minutes.

Yes, I just referred to myself in the third person. That is what
%rou are supposed to do here in Congress. That is part of the prob-

em.

Okay. How many vets do we have here again? Raise your hand.
Okay. Keep your hand up if you know what VR&E is. Okay. That
is actually more than I anticipated but it is about half.

That is an issue. If we have our veterans that do not even under-
stand or know what this program is or that it exists that is the
problem. You know, we got a big surge. We are getting 200 more
vets a month because of the PACT Act and all that coming up.

We cannot forget about those who have served that are not going
to go through TAP and it has been a consistent issue that I have
had with the VA is that we do try to get things done for the now
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retiring veterans but we cannot forget the people that made it so
we are not conducting this hearing in German. You know what I
mean?

We need to do a better job of getting this pushed out to the peo-
ple that look like me and some of the other folks. I want to do a
follow up with Mike’s question and what I have noticed and I am
sure that Mike—Mike was the chairman of this subcommittee the
last Congress and I am sure that he has noticed that the Veterans
Affairs Administration does a terrible job of framing a problem.
Like, the problem is not framed well, and so what is your current
budget now for this? VR&E—what is the current budget?

Mr. PAMPERIN. I believe our current budget is, to include expend-
itures, $1.2 billion.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. $1.2 billion-ish, right? Okay.

Are you sufficiently funded?

I know it is—never ask a government bureaucrat if they are suf-
ficiently funded. You cannot see behind you but we can and every-
one was, like—yes.

Mr. PAMPERIN. Right. Obviously, within our program, and I do
want to just quick mention something about suicide. One thing
that truly makes VR&E great is veterans in our program by our
longitudinal study have higher rates of healthcare utilization. To
your point——

Mr. VAN ORDEN. That is what we are trying to do.

Mr. PAMPERIN [continuing]. we need to make sure that we are
funded for the staffing levels so that we have counselors to be able
to serve veterans.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Okay. Mike asked you a real specific question,
how many folks are eligible for this, and you could not answer the
question, which leads back to my original statement.

The Veterans Affairs Administration does a terrible job of fram-
ing a problem. You cannot tell me how much money you need for
X amount of staff persons if you do not know how many staff per-
sons you need because you do not know how many veterans need
to be serviced.

You guys approach this—and it is not just you. I am not bagging
on you specifically. You guys approach this thing the wrong way.
You try to build this huge model. You do not understand what
needs to take place.

Until you have an actual survey, until you have a census of the
amount of veterans that are currently enrolled, the amount of vet-
erans that can potentially be enrolled, you cannot reasonably ask
us for the appropriate on money which it is our job to write the
budget to give you the money if you do not have the data points
required.

I really hope that when you leave here, because we will follow
up, that we get the answer how many veterans are potentially or
how many veterans can potentially be enrolled in this problem? It
is not that hard. What is the disability rating, 30 percent?

Ms. COHEN. Ten.

Mr. Van Orden. Ten? It is 10 percent so a 10 percent rating,
right, and then they have to have certain restrictions, right? You
tie that directly to their diagnosis when they come out to get that
rating.
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It is really not that complicated. It just is not. I used this pro-
gram to go to law school. I have used every single educational pro-
gram from tuition assistance to VR&E. I have used the entire spec-
trum.

No one can snow the snowman. I know you guys are trying to
do your best but we have to do a better job of framing these prob-
lems and we have to do a better job of educating the people sitting
behind you, which leads me to this question.

What is your interface with our CVSOs, our county veteran serv-
ice officers? What type of interface do you have with them? Is it
a regular meeting? Is it a quarterly thing? Is it bimonthly? Is it a
newsletter?

How do you guys interface with the troops on the front line
which are our county veteran service officers?

Mr. HONEYCUTT. Thank you so much for that question.

I can tell you in the 10 years that I have been the director of the
Milwaukee VA regional office I have a—I feel, and I will let them
speak for themselves—I feel I have a very close relationship with
our Wisconsin County Veterans Service Officer Association.

We have monthly conference calls. We have—twice a year they
have their convention, which I am involved in speaking to. I will
tell you where we can do better is we usually spend the majority
time updating changes in the PACT Act, changes in benefit entitle-
ment.

We have not spent as much time as I feel we should on VR&E
type ancillary benefits and I will make you that commitment. We
have a—we have a meeting coming up or a convention coming up
iCn ggcober. I will make that forefront of my interaction with our

VSOs.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Thank you, Mr. Honeycutt, and we will check
my schedule and if I am not in DC, I will be there. With that, my
time has expired and, Congressman Grothman, do you want to do
a second round of questioning?

Mr. GROTHMAN. Sure.

Mr. VAN ORDEN. Okay. We will do a second round of questioning.
Ranklglg Member Levin, do you have any questions you would like
to ask?

The chair now recognizes Hon. Glenn Grothman for 5 minutes.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Yes, I asked a couple questions about suicide be-
fore and, you know, when our veterans take their own life I hope
that is something we are all—all realize what a catastrophe it is
and what we are doing, and I am a little concerned maybe we are
not getting the appropriate data we can.

I am going to throw out some questions. Maybe you do not know
the answers. We all should know the answers. It is a concern that
we do not. If we do not Congressman Van Orden is going to have
hearings later, and maybe you know the type of things that I think
Congress is looking for.

When you do find suicides, you know, percentage wise how many
have had contact with the VA beforehand?

Mr. HONEYCUTT. Thank you for that question. I do not know that
answer. What I will do is take back and interface with our VHA
counterparts that would know that data and I can provide it for
you.
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Mr. GROTHMAN. Do we have to—the question is do we—do we
have that data? Does somebody keep track of that?

éVIr. HoNEYCUTT. I am sure that is in VHA, yes, in the hospital
side.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay. Next question is if someone does commit
suicide do we have data on whether or not they received treatment
for depression and do we have data as to whether that veteran was
on any sort of medication?

Mr. HONEYCUTT. Thank you for the question. I believe that data
exists. I will do every—make every attempt to get that for you.

Mr. GROTHMAN. I will tell the reason I am asking the question.

Sometimes, because of Health Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act (HIPAA) requirements, we are told that information we
would like to have is not available. I do not even know whether you
have the ability to get that information. If we, for example, find out
that a veteran committed suicide do we have the capability of
knowing whether or not that person was on medication or not?

Mr. HONEYCUTT. I am unable to answer that question. I apolo-
gize. I really do not—I really—I am not in a position to be able to
speak to that.

Mr. GROTHMAN. Okay. I guess what I am getting to, if we are
going to solve thi