
out privatizing the system,” said Rep. Zach
Wamp (Tenn.), the top Republican on the
House Appropriations Subcommittee on
Military Construction, Veterans Affairs and
Related Agencies. “This will prevent having
to build more costly facilities.”

In the Senate, several influential Repub-
licans are also on board with overhauling the
VA health care system.

Republican presidential candidate Sen.
John McCain (Ariz.), for example, told a
crowd at the annual Veterans of Foreign
Wars convention in August that if elected,
he would create a Veterans’ Care Access

Card that would guarantee that low-income
veterans and those injured during combat
could receive medical care.

“This card will provide those without
timely access to VA facilities the option of
using high-quality health care providers near
their homes,” McCain said. “For many vet-
erans, the closest VA facility isn’t close
enough. And many of their local providers
are already familiar with the most common
needs of veterans.”

McCain later explained that the card
would not replace the VA or privatize veter-
ans’ health care. 

“The VA should always be there to provide

top-quality care for our veterans,” he added.
“And I believe that the VA should continue to
provide broad-spectrum health care to eligi-
ble veterans, in addition to specialized care in
areas such as spinal injuries, prosthetics and
blindness — services in which the VA sets the
standard in medical care.”

Sen. Richard Burr (N.C.), the top Repub-
lican on the Veterans’ Affairs Committee,
said lawmakers should focus on boosting
spending on private-sector health care serv-
ices for veterans.

However, Democratic lawmakers and VA
interest groups don’t agree that offering
more private services is the best way to ex-
pand veterans’ health care.

“I support moderate increases in contract-
ing out VA health care services, but I would
oppose the John McCain plan to provide pri-
vate vouchers for veterans to go anywhere,”
said Rep. Chet Edwards (D-Texas), who
chairs the House Appropriations Subcommit-
tee on Military Construction and Veterans Af-
fairs. McCain’s proposal, Edwards said,
“could destroy” the VA health care system.

Senate Veterans’ Affairs Chairman
Daniel Akaka (D-Hawaii) said he supports
sending veterans to private health care only
in “rare cases” or when they are “way out
in the sticks.” Expanding access to private
care, Akaka warned, could add to the cost
of the medical care and lead to a decrease
in quality.

Akaka’s view is echoed by his House
counterpart, Veterans’ Affairs Chairman
Bob Filner (D-Calif.).

The McCain proposal, he said, is  “fool-
hardy and would be the death of the VA
health care system.”

Instead, Filner supports increasing veter-
ans access to private care in “targeted ways”
— for example, allowing veterans who re-
side in rural areas and those who have spe-
cial needs to go outside the system for care. 

“We have to make public system the best
it can be,” Filner said. 

Privatization also bothers veterans advo-
cates, like Dennis Cullinan, the national leg-
islative director for Veterans of Foreign
Wars, who worries that even partial out-

sourcing would shift too many VA partici-
pants and dollars to the private sector.

“There is no way that the private sector
could provide the same quality of care at the
same cost,” Cullinan said, although he added
that veterans living in remote areas could
benefit from limited privatization as long as
dollars are not directed away from the VA’s
infrastructure.

As the debate rages on Capitol Hill, the
VA is currently exploring options for ex-
panding health care services, but VA Secre-
tary James Peake has shied away from us-
ing the term “privatization.” 

“This issue of privatization I think gets
mischaracterized at some point,” Peake told

reporters in August. “I’m not for privatizing
VA health.”

Before becoming VA secretary, Peake,
who was sworn in last December, was on the
board of QTC Management Inc., the nation’s
largest private provider of government-
outsourced occupational health and injury and
disability examination services. Peake said he
supports “partnering” with private health care
providers in a “more business-like manner.”
And he does not believe that will lead to pri-
vatization of all VA health care.

Wamp predicts that as more veterans re-
turn from the ongoing wars, the feelings to-
ward outsourcing health care could soften.

“You could see a shift on both sides, and
things could evolve,” Wamp added.
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GOP, Democrats Split
On Privatization Issue 

‘The VA should look at new
solutions to health care, like
using the private sector
without privatizing the
system. This will prevent
having to build more costly
facilities.’

Rep. Zach Wamp

The Road Ahead
In Congress Now

DR. JAMES ALLEN VETERAN VISION EQUITY ACT OF 2007 (H.R. 797)
• Introduced by Rep. Tammy Baldwin (D-Wis.)

• Became Pub.L. 110-157 on Dec. 26, 2007

• Modifies disability rules relating to vision for veterans

JOSHUA OMVIG VETERANS SUICIDE PREVENTION ACT (H.R. 327)
• Introduced by Rep. Leonard Boswell (D-Iowa)

• Became Pub.L. 110-110 on Nov. 5, 2007

• Includes programs to reduce the incidence of veterans’ suicides

VETERANS’ HEALTH CARE POLICY ENHANCEMENT ACT (H.R. 6445)
• Introduced by Rep. Don Cazayoux (D-La.) 

• Passed the House on July 30, 2007

• Elimination of co-payments for catastrophically disabled veterans

TO ESTABLISH AN OMBUDSMAN WITHIN THE DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS 
(H.R. 2192)
• Introduced by Rep. Paul Hodes (D-N.H.)

• Passed the House on July 29, 2008

WOMEN VETERANS HEALTH CARE IMPROVEMENT ACT (H.R. 4107)
• Introduced by Rep. Stephanie Herseth Sandlin (D-S.D.) on Nov. 7, 2007

• Provides for research and health care for female veterans

YOU WERE THERE, YOU GET CARE ACT (H.R. 3795)
• Introduced by Rep. Bob Filner (D-Calif.) on Oct. 10, 2007

• Provides benefits coverage of certain first Gulf War health disabilities
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In Congress Now

FISCAL 2008 WAR SUPPLEMENTAL APPROPRIATIONS BILL (H.R. 2642)
• Introduced by Rep. Chet Edwards (D-Texas)
• Became Pub.L. 110-252 on June 30, 2008
• Included the Post-9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act of 2008 (H.R. 5740)
introduced by Rep. Harry Mitchell (D-Ariz.)
• Companion bill (S. 22) to H.R. 5740 introduced by Sen. Jim Webb (D-Va.)

VETERANS’ COMPENSATION COST-OF-LIVING ADJUSTMENT ACT (S. 2617)
• Introduced by Sen. Daniel Akaka (D-Hawaii)
• Became Pub.L. 110-324 on Sept. 24, 2008
• Increases compensation rates for veterans with service-connected disabilities

VETERANS’ BENEFITS IMPROVEMENT ACT (S. 3023)
• Introduced by Sen. Daniel Akaka (D-Hawaii)
• Passed in Senate on Sept. 16, 2008, amended by House on Sept. 24, received final 
Senate approval on Sept. 27, presented to the president
• Increases veterans’ compensation and pensions, housing for disabled veterans, labor 
and education, and insurance benefits

HOMES FOR HEROES ACT (H.R. 3329) 
• Introduced by Rep. Al Green (D-Texas), passed the House on July 9, 2008
• Housing assistance for low-income veterans
• Companion bill (S. 1084) introduced by Sen. Barack Obama (D-Ill.)

ADDITIONAL MEASURES APPROVED BY THE HOUSE
• Veteran Voting Support Act (H.R. 6625), introduced by Rep. Robert Brady (D-Pa.), 
passed the House on Sept. 17, 2008
• Filipino Veterans Equity Act (H.R. 6897), introduced by Rep. Bob Filner (D-Calif.), 
passed the House on Sept. 23, 2008
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Republican Rep. Zach Wamp (left) and GOP Sen. Richard Burr both believe the
government should spend money on private-sector health care for veterans.  


