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                               P R O C E E D I N G S

                                       - - -

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Hello, welcome to VA

                  Butler Healthcare Brown Bag Lunch Chat.  I'm

                  Cynthia Closkey.  Our topic today is the Efforts

                  to Streamline VA's Delivery of Service.  Veteran

                  benefit eligibility, this is a complicated

                  question, what benefits and services is the

                  veteran eligible for?

                               For many it's a personal question,

                  what am I eligible for, and lots of folks may

                  find it's a little bit confusing for them.

                               Today we're talking with two of the

                  people who help vets figure it out.  They are

                  Paul Fast and Carla Russell.

                               Hello.

                               MR. FAST:  Hello.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Hi.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Paul Fast is program

                  manager for Diagnostic and Specialty Care at VA

                  Butler Healthcare.  This includes compensation

                  and pension and environmental health programs and

                  services.
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                               The other programs Paul manages

                  include audiology, cardiology, cardiopulmonary,

                  chiropractic, dental, eye clinic, laboratory,

                  radiology, podiatry and neurology.

                               Paul recently completed the

                  successful launch of the new kiosk system at VA

                  Butler and is working on other special projects,

                  including improving scheduling efficiency at VA

                  Butler.

                               He earned his Bachelor of Arts

                  Degree from Goshen College and his Master's

                  Degree in public and nonprofit management from

                  the Graduate School of Public and International

                  Affairs at the University of Pittsburgh.

                               After completing his Master's

                  Degree, Paul joined the VISN 4 Regional Network

                  Office in Pittsburgh where he served as special

                  assistant to the network director for two years.

                               He joined VA Butler Healthcare in

                  2011, first serving as the supervisor for

                  clinical support services before his promotion to

                  program manager for Diagnostic and Specialty

                  Care.
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                               Carla Russell is a 14-year veteran

                  of the United States Navy where she served in

                  communications as a radioman second class.  Her

                  detail included assignments such as setting up

                  top secret communications circuits.  She was

                  stationed in California, Guam, Hawaii, Nevada and

                  Florida.

                               Carla currently serves as the

                  supervisor for the Compensation and Pension and

                  Environmental Health Programs at VA Butler

                  Healthcare where she leads staff who are

                  responsible for specialty care clinic scheduling,

                  beneficiary travel and employee health.

                               Prior to this appointment, Carla

                  served as the C & P coordinator, environmental

                  health coordinator and employee health

                  coordinator within specialty care clinics.

                               In addition, she's regularly asked

                  to provide leadership to facility-wide special

                  projects, including the Western Pennsylvania

                  combined federal campaign and she is a native of

                  Butler.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Uh-huh.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So, folks,

                  compensation and pension exams are the primary

                  way that veterans are evaluated.  Can you tell us

                  a little bit about how all of this -- it seems

                  complicated to some people, right?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yes, it is.  It's how

                  they determine whether the veteran is service

                  connected from being in the service.  If they

                  were injured while they were in the service or

                  had a disability occur while they were in the

                  service, they have a specialty exam.

                               MR. FAST:  Part of what can be

                  confusing for veterans is the VA system is split

                  into a number of parts.  So in reference to this,

                  there is the Veterans Benefits Administration,

                  the VBA, and there is the Veterans Health

                  Administration, VHA; and we at the Butler VA and

                  any of the healthcare systems you have been part

                  of are part of VHA.

                               The VBA is what deals with your

                  benefits, your GI Bill, your compensation and

                  pension benefits, survivor's benefits, those sort

                  of things.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Kind of like the

                  money stuff?

                               MR. FAST:  Correct, the money stuff

                  versus the health stuff.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                               MR. FAST:  And the reason that

                  we're talking about compensation and pension

                  exams in particular is exactly what Carla was

                  saying, it's where those two systems interact.

                  It's us in the healthcare side doing a specialty

                  exam to help VBA determine eligibility and

                  benefits.

                               So they own the process for

                  disability and benefit evaluation, but we conduct

                  the compensation and pension exam and we're here

                  to kind of help patients get through that

                  process.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So most of that came

                  about because people come here and then you're

                  like, well, while you're here why don't we get

                  this done, also, or figure this out, also?  Why

                  is it all combined in this strange way?  Do we

                  know or is it a mystery?
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                               MR. FAST:  The reason it's combined

                  this way, it's kind of two parts.  The first part

                  is because someone needs to do this medical exam

                  and the VBA, the money side, they don't have

                  doctors, that's not their role.  So someone has

                  got to do it and within the VA systems we're the

                  best people and place to do it and we understand

                  veterans' unique needs, we have specialists in

                  all the areas.  We're really able to give the

                  veteran the best care possible there and help

                  link that up with the rest of their medical

                  record which is important.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That makes a lot of

                  sense.  Obviously, the specialty medical care,

                  that takes years for someone to become a doctor

                  and be trained in their area.  So how does the

                  process -- how does the exam kind of work?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  The veteran will --

                  the way it starts is when they file a claim.

                  When they are in the service, they may get

                  injured and they file a claim normally prior to

                  getting out of the service.  Say, for instance,

                  they hurt their leg.  They can file a claim to
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                  get compensation for that injury and through that

                  they would go through somebody like the DAV or

                  the American Legion, VFW, something like that, a

                  service organization.

                               Then the claim would come to the

                  regional office wherever they are located and

                  they would send the exam request to us at the

                  Butler VA.  We would set them up for the exam,

                  they would come in and we would determine the

                  severity of their injury and it would be sent

                  back to the regional office and they would be

                  given a percentage in a ten percent increment up

                  to a hundred percent.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So how long does this

                  all take?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  There is not really a

                  time limit that they can set on it because it can

                  really take a long time depending on the

                  situation.

                               If the veteran applies for the exam

                  and they have all the medical evidence that's

                  needed, then it can go pretty quick, but there

                  are times when they have private doctors out in
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                  town that we need to get medical evidence from,

                  then we have to wait until we get that medical

                  evidence before it can be approved.  So

                  everything can take a long process.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Are there goals for

                  how long it's supposed to -- it seems like

                  everything has a thing that we're aiming for.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right now they are

                  working on trying to process all the claims that

                  are within a year.  So they just had a deadline

                  in June of getting all the claims that were out

                  that were two years old.  So right now they are

                  working on the year old claims.

                               MR. FAST:  Part of, again, this

                  complexity of the two parts, the benefits side

                  and the health side, for a patient sometimes it's

                  frustrating because it can seem like the process

                  is dragging on for a long time; and by the time

                  we call them to schedule an exam, they might be

                  frustrated because they might have waited six,

                  nine months before hearing from us even.

                               It's, I think, important for folks

                  to understand the complexity of the process.  So
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                  that they file their claim, if that claim is well

                  developed like Carla said, it can move along

                  quickly within VBA; but if it's not, the VBA is

                  reaching out to a branch of the military,

                  reaching out to other health care providers,

                  getting all their information and putting that

                  together and sometimes that process takes several

                  months.  Sometimes it can take a year or more.

                               At a certain point they decide,

                  okay, this person needs a compensation and

                  pension exam and that's when we get involved.  So

                  that's what Carla was saying, when we get

                  requests for an exam, that's when we call you and

                  have you come in.

                               Now, we on our end have a goal

                  nationwide in the VA to get all those exams

                  completed within 30 days.  So 30 days after Carla

                  gets the request, we're going to get you in, see

                  you and release the exam back to VBA.

                               Now, that doesn't mean it's done,

                  they still have processing to do, but at least

                  we've kind of -- we've done our part for you as

                  quickly as we can.  Like I said, that goal is 30
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                  days.

                               Right now we're the best in the

                  network on this measure.  We're at 13 days.  So

                  we really try to go above and beyond not just

                  meeting that minimum standard but giving patients

                  that best care they can as quickly as possible.

                               You've often been waiting quite a

                  long time for this, so if there is anything we

                  can do on our end to speed it up we do; and

                  that's what Carla does every day is helping

                  expedite these exams and get the patients what

                  they need.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  I'm sure it's not

                  just easy paperwork, but accuracy is an important

                  part here.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yes, it is.

                  Everything has to be completely done.  If it's

                  not, then it would come back as an insufficient

                  exam.  So our doctors that do the exams are very

                  accurate at everything that they do to make sure

                  that everything is complete a hundred percent,

                  all the testing is done before it goes back to

                  the regional office.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                               MR. FAST:  And Carla is being

                  modest.  We have a 100 percent accuracy rate for

                  this year.  We're the highest in the network

                  again on that which means that none of our exams

                  have come back being rated as insufficient which

                  really is a testament to the quality of our

                  process and our providers here.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's amazing,

                  congratulations.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Thank you.

                               MR. FAST:  Thanks.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Now there is

                  different categories of benefits that veterans

                  can be eligible for under the system?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.  There is

                  disability compensation, it's a tax-free benefit

                  that veterans with disabilities are eligible for

                  as a result of a disease or injury that occurred

                  or aggravated during military service.  That's

                  what we just talked about, anything that happens

                  before the military.

                               There is a dependency and indemnity
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                  compensation, it's a tax-free monetary benefit

                  generally payable to surviving spouses, children

                  or parents of service members who died while on

                  active duty.

                               There is a special monthly

                  compensation, it's in addition to a special

                  benefit.  That's when people actually need aid

                  and they can go in and provide aid and attendance

                  to somebody.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  To help you in the

                  house?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yes, yes.  There are

                  other different benefits.  They can provide for

                  additional housing and insurance to the veterans

                  with disabilities with housing grants.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  And all that

                  information is available for people -- I mean

                  obviously they can come in and talk with folks

                  here and get information, but you can look it up

                  on the web, I suppose?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right, at

                  benefits@va.gov.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  If someone wants to
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                  just get a general sense of it.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Now, what are VA

                  pension benefits?  Are they different than --

                               MR. FAST:  Yeah, within the VA

                  system of benefits -- again, this is the VBA

                  side -- there are these compensation aspects of

                  benefits which are really to compensate someone

                  for having a disability that was caused by

                  service or aggravated by service.

                               Pensions, on the other hand, are

                  about financial need and so they are income

                  based.  They aren't directly connected to a

                  specific incident that happened on this day,

                  that's why my leg is hurt, that's why I'm not

                  able to work.  They are about income based, need

                  based services.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So that's a different

                  kind of benefit and that's evaluated in a

                  different way, it's evaluated on financials?

                               MR. FAST:  Correct.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So now these
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                  benefits, these compensations, how does the

                  disability compensation work?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  That's where the

                  disability comes in.  That's where it all comes

                  in where they come in for an exam where they were

                  hurt during their service or a presumptive

                  condition.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  What does that mean?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  For instance, like

                  Agent Orange from Vietnam, when they had served

                  in Vietnam they had sprayed Agent Orange on all

                  the foliage to kill it so that the troops

                  couldn't hide and they have 13 presumptive

                  conditions like lung cancer, leukemias, diabetes,

                  prostate cancers that were caused by this

                  chemical.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  They know this now.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.  So that's

                  considered a presumptive condition so veterans

                  are eligible for compensation.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  If you have diabetes,

                  for example, and you were --

                               MS. RUSSELL:  At least one day,
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                  they call it boots on ground in Vietnam.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  Then we assume

                  that you had exposure even if you couldn't say I

                  was there and they were spraying this.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  You had to have one

                  day on ground in Vietnam, right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's presumptive

                  and I'm sure there are others beyond Agent

                  Orange.

                               MR. FAST:  Right, and the purpose

                  of the presumptives, it's really a good thing.

                  It's progress for the VA.  It's progress for our

                  patients because in the past patients had to

                  prove the connection for all these things.

                               So for PTSD, for example, it was

                  actually very, very difficult for patients, for

                  veterans, to prove that they had PTSD from a

                  specific event.  So there had to be extensive

                  documentation of a specific incident where they

                  feared for their life and it had to be well

                  documented and the symptoms generating out of

                  that.

                               The advent of these presumptive
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                  conditions helps patients out because it allows

                  us to say, okay, there has been enough evidence

                  that this kind of a circumstance has led to this

                  kind of a disease.  So you don't have to go

                  through all that work to prove that your ischemic

                  heart disease is caused by exposure to Agent

                  Orange.  If you've got the condition and you were

                  in that situation, we're going to give you the

                  benefit of the doubt.  That's really the purpose

                  of the presumptives.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  It seems like over

                  time as we learn more about -- well, as we learn

                  more about things like Agent Orange or as we

                  learn more about PTSD, we realize how complex

                  these things are and it's great that the VA can

                  make that logical jump and just fill in the

                  pieces so that the benefits can be paid out.

                  That's wonderful.

                               So the benefit -- Carla, you had

                  said the benefit is graded on scales from ten

                  percent to a hundred percent in increments of ten

                  percent.  So are the schemes then intended to

                  compensate for the illnesses themselves then?
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                               MS. RUSSELL:  They are.  It's based

                  on your inability to work, how it would affect

                  your job.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So if it's a smaller

                  degree of disability, even that would be a

                  smaller percentage?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right, right.

                               MR. FAST:  If it's a hundred

                  percent service connected disability, we're

                  saying not only so the hundred percent part, this

                  means that this disability is so severe you can't

                  work and we believe it's service connected so

                  we're taking ownership of that.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  And there is a

                  hundred percent and there is a hundred percent

                  permanent and total where they can never work

                  again, but there is a hundred percent where we're

                  saying you're a hundred percent disabled but you

                  can still work.

                               But a hundred percent permanent and

                  total, they will get that compensation the rest

                  of their life because they are not able to work.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  This must be very --
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                  I guess there is a lot of rules in your exam that

                  help you make decisions like what recommendations

                  you make because that seems very hard to be able

                  to say 90 percent, 70 percent.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  We don't make that

                  decision at all.  We do the exams and send the

                  information down and the raters make that

                  decision.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                               MR. FAST:  So in the healthcare

                  side what we're saying -- what the exams are

                  asking for is, you know, what is the patient

                  presenting with, what are the symptoms, how

                  severe is this, what are their restrictions in

                  life and do we believe from evaluating the

                  medical record that this is service connected.

                  Then it goes back to the VBA side and like Carla

                  was saying, they are the raters and that's a

                  legal determination on their end.  They are using

                  our medical opinion, but we don't get to decide,

                  okay, this person is a hundred percent or this

                  person is ten percent.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  It makes a lot of




                                                                   20

                  sense why it's so important then for your reports

                  to be accurate.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Because that accuracy

                  part is you're doing your best to help the raters

                  and also help the veterans.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  It must be kind of

                  rewarding then to be able to send that

                  information in.  Do you ever find out or know the

                  result of these exams?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  I do.  I actually had

                  a veteran call me one day and said that -- he

                  said, Carla, I just got this check in the mail.

                  He said, I don't think I can cash it.  I said,

                  Okay.  He said, I don't think it's right.  I

                  said, Well, how much is it?  He said $589,000.  I

                  said, Go to the bank now.  I said, Put it in the

                  bank.  I said, I'll call and find out if it's

                  right.  He said, I just don't think it's right,

                  but they had to back pay him because it was an

                  Agent Orange situation.

                               He had filed a claim in 1970 for
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                  ischemic heart disease and it was not a

                  presumptive yet until 2010.  So when it became a

                  presumptive, they had to back pay him from his

                  original date that he filed.  So when they back

                  paid it, it ended up to be $589,000.  So it was

                  definitely a life changing event for him and

                  there has been several of those cases since.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  In that case he had

                  filed in '74 and you were working with him back

                  then?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  No, I started working

                  with him in 2010 and it took about a year and

                  then it finally went through and that's when it

                  just changed his life.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  I guess so.  I guess

                  so.  I'm glad to hear that he was compensated and

                  it was good that that policy changed and made it

                  possible.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yes, it was great.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So why don't we talk

                  a little bit about -- again, since we mentioned

                  Agent Orange, who are the people that are

                  eligible or potentially eligible for presumptive




                                                                   22

                  conditions?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Former prisoners of

                  war, veterans who have certain chronic or

                  tropical diseases that become evident without a

                  specific period of time after a discharge of

                  service, veterans who were exposed to ionizing

                  radiation and mustard gas while in the service,

                  veterans who were exposed to certain herbicides

                  such as Agent Orange.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  There are others, as

                  well?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right, and veterans

                  who served in the Southwest Asia Gulf War.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  I think we have

                  spoken on other of our podcasts about Agent

                  Orange and so that has a large effect, I guess,

                  on these kind of veterans.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yes, it does.  We get

                  a lot of Vietnam veterans in.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  For those who haven't

                  listened, go back and listen to our older

                  podcasts because we did have some interesting

                  discussion about it.
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                               Can you maybe tell me a little bit

                  about what Agent Orange is?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Agent Orange is just

                  a chemical that they used to kill the foliage in

                  Vietnam.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, that's what we

                  knew about it.  The dates that it applies for

                  then?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  From 1962 to 1975.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  And you said as long

                  as you had at least one day ashore or if you were

                  on the ship and exposed, as well?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Brown water.  There

                  is blue water and there is brown water.  If you

                  were on the brown water ship which was close to

                  the shore, then you were eligible.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So someone who was at

                  sea, farther out at sea would not -- that's what

                  you call blue water?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  And then we're

                  talking about Vietnam.  What about the Korean

                  demilitarized zone, is that --
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                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yeah, there is

                  certain -- from 1962 to 1975.  I'm sorry, '68 to

                  '71 was Korea.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  '62 to '75 was for

                  the other two.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So you don't have to

                  show they were exposed.  You don't have to say I

                  saw a can of it or something like that.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  You just have to

                  prove that you were there.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  And that should be

                  all on their DD-214.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  Now, if

                  someone is interested in applying for

                  compensation and pension benefits, how do they

                  apply?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  I would go to a

                  representative like the VFW, the American Legion,

                  your local courthouse can do that, any veterans

                  service representative can do that and you just

                  have to have your discharge papers.  You have to
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                  be able to prove history of your compensation --

                  of your disability, I'm sorry.

                               For instance, if you hurt your

                  knee, you have to be able to prove that you hurt

                  your knee in the military to get that disability

                  after you've been out.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, great.

                               MR. FAST:  One of the best ways --

                  it's the way most of our patients do it is like

                  Carla was saying going to a veterans service

                  organization; but there are other ways, too.  If

                  you want to, you can go online and through --

                  it's called eBenefits, it's a great way to access

                  kind of a lot of information about your benefits,

                  see your personalized kind of information and I

                  believe you can apply online there.  Can't you,

                  Carla?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  You can.

                               MR. FAST:  And you can mail it in.

                  You can also go to the VBA regional office in

                  Pittsburgh and someone can help you there or you

                  can call their number to get some assistance.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  But when you do have
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                  a service rep, they do make sure your application

                  is a hundred percent filled out because if you do

                  it yourself and it's not right, then it prolongs

                  your case.  You have to go back and they have to

                  come back to you and get things filled out

                  correctly and so you're better off --

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  It's a complicated

                  process, it's good to have someone just kind of

                  guide you.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right, it's a legal

                  representation.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Then you can also

                  apply before leaving the services?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  You can.  They are

                  trying to do that now.  They are trying to get

                  everybody processed before they leave the

                  service.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  We have emphasized

                  here a lot that we want people to come in and get

                  registered right away when they leave the service

                  and this is probably all a part of that larger

                  scheme, come in and get to know us.

                               MR. FAST:  We've even gone one step
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                  further, Carla, if you wanted to talk about the

                  IDES exam and how we're starting to do those?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Yeah, that's like the

                  reserve status.  We are doing -- when they are

                  trying to -- when people are injured in active

                  duty or --

                               MR. FAST:  We've got these IDES

                  exams and it's a new way so that veterans, before

                  they are veterans when they are still active

                  duty, if they get injured and they have to leave

                  the service, they would normally have to have two

                  exams, one exam to kind of prove disability for

                  them to leave the service and then one exam once

                  they got to the VA to prove disability.

                               It's the same thing we're looking

                  for and so they created this IDES process and

                  they are more common around places where there

                  are military bases but we do them, too; and

                  it's -- we do a combined exam.  So we partner

                  with the DOD.  We do the exam and it can count

                  for both purposes to really help the patient get

                  what they need more quickly.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That does seem like a




                                                                   28

                  streamlined process and probably a lot less

                  frustrating for the veteran.

                               MR. FAST:  Absolutely.  Those are a

                  big priority for us.  We get those done as

                  quickly as we possibly can.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So now we talked

                  about the importance of this being streamlined

                  and the time that it takes.  Do you have any

                  examples of how things are going with this?

                               MR. FAST:  Absolutely.  First, I

                  would just want to tell people that if you want

                  to -- the VA is trying to be more and more

                  transparent about this process and I understand

                  it can be frustrating.  You can always check on

                  your own claim by calling Carla or calling the

                  VBA to try to find out where your claim is.

                               You can also go on to eBenefits,

                  the eBenefits website, and there is even an app

                  they have.  It's called the Aspire website -- and

                  we'll give you the link to that -- and you can go

                  on and if you look through the data, you can

                  actually find how long it is taking your regional
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                  office on average to complete a claim.  So before

                  you submit a claim, you can get a good sense of

                  how long yours is likely to take.

                               But a story of how kind of we've

                  been trying to get people the care they need as

                  quickly as possible, we had a veteran, a case was

                  referred to us, he's in a federal prison in Ohio

                  but we were the closest facility and he needed to

                  get an exam done because even if you're in prison

                  sometimes part of that compensation can go to

                  help your family and that's what he was looking

                  for.

                               So we actually arranged -- it was

                  the first time in the nation this had been

                  done -- to set up a telehealth visit, so a video

                  conference basically, a secure one, between our

                  providers here both for mental health and

                  physical health with that federal prison which

                  helped the patient get what they need quickly.

                  It would have taken -- they were estimating five

                  to six months to get clearances for us to go into

                  the facility which is the standard process, but

                  we wanted to do better for the patient and so we




                                                                   30

                  set up that unique process which worked really

                  well.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's amazing.  So

                  this was the first time in the United States that

                  was done?

                               MR. FAST:  Yep, and everyone was

                  shocked that we could get it done but we did.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  And it was all under

                  30 days.

                               MR. FAST:  Absolutely.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Wow, that's great.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right, and we also

                  have a veteran that requested her exam be done

                  here in Butler and she drove from South Carolina

                  to have it done here in Butler because she had

                  driven -- where she had to drive was four hours

                  away and they had cancelled her exam on her three

                  times.  So she drove twelve hours just to get her

                  exam done in Butler because she heard that we had

                  such a good record.  She drove, got her exams all

                  done in one day -- she had three different exams,

                  had them all done in one day, completed and drove

                  back home.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Wow, that's amazing,

                  too.  I hope that things worked out well for her.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  They sure did.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's quite a

                  feather in your cap, too, that someone would come

                  all the way from South Carolina.  It's a nice

                  drive, I understand, but still.  Well, that's

                  amazing.

                               Is there -- in thinking about folks

                  listening today, is there anything that you would

                  like them to take away from the things we've been

                  sharing with them, one last thought that you

                  would want them to think about later?

                               MS. RUSSELL:  I would say don't

                  give up.  It's a long process.  It does take a

                  long time, but don't give up.  It's worth it in

                  the end.

                               MR. FAST:  And I would add just

                  that we're here to help.  We only have control

                  over certain parts of this process, but we're

                  here to help.  Carla is here to help.  Every day

                  she's helping a patient out.  Even if it's

                  something that's not really within our area, we
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                  will do everything that we can.  So we're always

                  calling down to VBA to find out the status of a

                  claim or hooking people up with veterans service

                  organizations.

                               We'll really do whatever we can to

                  help because we understand this can be a

                  frustrating process; but it's also often a

                  patient or a veteran's first experience with our

                  medical system and we want that to be a good

                  experience.

                               We really take it seriously and

                  hope that not only do you get what you need in

                  terms of your compensation and pension claim but

                  you enjoy coming here, you enjoy the service,

                  you've met some of our providers and you would

                  like to stay and check out some of our other

                  services in terms of health care, too.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, so don't give

                  up because Carla is not going to give up.

                               MS. RUSSELL:  Absolutely.

                               MR. FAST:  That's right.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  And come back and see
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                  us again and we'll help you with your health

                  needs.  That's amazing.  Thank you so much.

                               So VA has an oath to serve

                  America's veterans and this is obviously an

                  important part of that service and thanks for

                  your service to us and it's our turn to serve

                  you.

                               Paul had mentioned some websites.

                  The Aspire website, the address for that -- and,

                  again, you can find these things on our website;

                  but www.va.gov is, of course, the main VA site.

                               But this Aspire website is

                  www.app.hospitalcompare.va.gov.  You can go

                  there, you'll be able to find information about

                  the average processing days, as he said, for the

                  regional office working on your claim and you can

                  register online for eBenefits at

                  www.ebenefits.va.gov.

                               And so we would love for you if you

                  need more information to give a call here to

                  Carla, Carla Russell, you can call her toll free

                  at 1-800-362-8262, Extension 4445.

                               Then you can also find information
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                  on the things that we're talking about here on

                  the transcripts for this podcast.  You'll find

                  all that information in case you couldn't write

                  it down as fast as I was reading it out to you.

                               So thanks very much for checking in

                  with us.  Thank you very much, Paul and Carla,

                  for talking with us today and sharing your

                  knowledge.

                               MR. FAST:  Happy to do it.  Thanks

                  so much for having us.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Folks, we'll be back

                  next month.  We'll be talking about VA Primary

                  Care Outpatient Clinics and also you can find out

                  what we're doing on our website,

                  www.butler.va.gov.

                               If you like Facebook, come and like

                  us at Facebook.com/VAButlerPA.  If you're a

                  Twittering type person, you can find us on

                  Twitter at Twitter.com/VAButlerPA.

                               Of course, we're here on the

                  podcast every month, usually the first Thursday

                  of every month when there is not a holiday.

                  We'll see you next month.  Thanks for tuning in.
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                             (End of audio recording.)
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