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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Hello, welcome to the VA

                Butler Healthcare Brown Bag Lunch Chat.  I'm

                Cynthia Closkey.  Our topic today is Agent

                Orange:  VA Healthcare benefits are available to

                eligible Veterans.

                           During the Vietnam conflict, the U.S.

                military sprayed millions of gallons of

                herbicide, which is better known as Agent Orange,

                and some, of course, Vietnam veterans were

                exposed to Agent Orange.

                           The VA and many other government

                departments and agencies conducted studies on the

                possible health effects of this exposure to

                veterans and has now recognized certain illnesses

                associated with the exposure.

                           So today we'll be talking a bit about

                the diseases that the VA has recognized as

                associated with this exposure to Agent Orange and

                other herbicides, and even more into the

                healthcare benefits that American veterans who

                served in Vietnam may be eligible for, and how we

                at VA Butler Healthcare are involved in

                delivering those.
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                           With us today is our expert on this

                topic, Sandy Beahm, who is a social worker in

                behavioral healthcare at VA Butler Healthcare.

                           Hi, Sandy.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Hi, it's nice to be here.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's nice to have you

                here, too.  You've got yourself a little bit of a

                healthcare thing right now.

                           MS. BEAHM:  I have a cold or I had a

                cold.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Some say it makes you

                sound sexy.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Thank you.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Folks, if you're

                listening live and you want to ask a question, we

                have a couple options for you.  If you're dialing

                in by phone, we're going to open up the lines a

                few minutes into the call (sic).  We'll be

                talking a little bit and then we'll open up the

                lines and ask if anyone has a question.

                           We'll try and take people in turn, I

                think would be the smart way to do this.  So just

                be patient.  If someone else is speaking first,
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                we'll come back to you and try to make sure we

                get everybody in.

                           If you're listening online through the

                TalkShoe website, you might find it convenient to

                type your question into the chat window and we'll

                be able to see it and respond.  The TalkShoe

                website is Talkshoe.com and our call ID, if you

                need to type that in to find the call, it's the

                Brown Bag Lunch Chat and the call ID is 85029.

                           All right, so let's get right into

                this.  We have a lot to talk about.  Oh, and I

                forgot to give you Sandy's bio.  That was the

                important part.  Sorry, Sandy.

                           MS. BEAHM:  That's okay.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So you're a licensed

                clinical social worker and a member of the

                Healthcare For Homeless Veterans Team at VA

                Butler.  Sandy is also -- she's working with

                veterans who are homeless.  There are many

                complex issues that they face.

                           She's the case manager of the Grant

                and Per Diem Program and is in the process of

                developing a new program, which will be the
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                contract residential program.

                           She assists veterans through the Agent

                Orange registry process by completing

                psychosocial assessments and acknowledging all

                the contributions that they have offered to our

                veterans.

                           So, Sandy, maybe if we can start just

                by kind of talking about, what is Agent Orange.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.  It's a great place

                and I think you said it in the introduction.

                           Basically Agent Orange is a herbicide,

                and what happened back in Vietnam, part of the

                United States' strategic plan in Vietnam was to

                conduct a herbicide program and that was to

                defoliate the forests, the trees, and also

                destroy the crops.  So there was different ways

                that was done by spraying.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So it was sort of like

                partly to figure out where everybody is and try

                to limit their resources.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Limit their resources,

                right.  There was a lot of different herbicides

                used, but Agent Orange was the most used during
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                Vietnam.  I think there was actually like 19

                million gallons of different herbicides used in

                the country.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Why is it called Agent

                Orange?

                           MS. BEAHM:  That's a great question.

                They had 55 barrels of chemicals and on the

                barrels they had different bands of coloring and

                on Agent Orange was an orange band.  So for any

                veteran that remembers seeing an orange band,

                that's the Agent Orange.  If they had any

                exposure to Agent Orange, they need to come into

                the VA for the Agent Orange register.

                           That's basically what it was called

                just because on these barrels they had orange

                stripes on a band going around them.  That became

                Agent Orange and Agent Orange became a very --

                used a lot in Vietnam.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  And so when we

                think about where this was being used, what part

                of Vietnam would it have been in?

                           MS. BEAHM:  There is -- it was

                sprayed -- Vietnam had four different military
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                divisions.  It was sprayed throughout all four

                divisions, but there was heavier sprays -- and

                I'll just go through some of them -- like where

                there were inland forests near the demarcation

                lines, such as I Corps, and inland forests that

                were at the borders of Cambodia and as well as in

                South Vietnam, and in those forests north and

                northwest of Saigon, they sprayed mangrove

                forests in the southern most area of Vietnam and

                during major shipping channels it was sprayed

                again to defoliate it so that you can see the

                enemy basically.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So it really is a

                wide -- it's really a wide area that we're

                talking about?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes, and basically in the

                country it was used throughout, heavier in some

                areas than others but throughout Vietnam.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  I see we've got a

                lot of people calling in.  I'm excited to give

                you guys a chance to talk to Sandy and ask some

                questions.  So what I'm going to do, I'm going to

                open up the lines and if someone wants to jump
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                forward and ask any questions, please go ahead.

                There we go.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  Can you hear me?

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I can hear you.

                           CALLER NO. 1:  Hi, I have a question.

                I was just wondering what can veterans with

                health concerns about Agent Orange do?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Thank you for your

                question.  If you're a veteran and you do have a

                health concern and you were in Vietnam and you've

                heard about Agent Orange, sometimes they didn't

                really know what was being sprayed, it's just the

                more popular term.  Basically contact the VA, VA

                Butler Healthcare.

                           I would like to give a number.  It's

                1-800-362-8262 and the extension that you can use

                is 445 and with that you can register yourself

                for an Agent Orange register.  That's the process

                to begin and your care can again be addressed at

                that point, but the VA Butler Healthcare can help

                you if you use that number.

                           Can I talk a little bit about the

                Agent Orange register?
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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Yeah, tell us.  It will

                be useful.

                           MS. BEAHM:  What the Agent Orange

                register is is where the individual will be

                scheduled, you will have a medical history taken,

                the psychosocial history taken and also a

                physical exam will be given.  This is all free of

                charge among the veterans.  The register clerk

                would work with the veteran to see when it would

                be best to be scheduled and that will also be

                done on the same day for the convenience of the

                veteran.

                           That starts your healthcare process

                and any healthcare issue that you may have, you

                can also just receive treatment through our

                primary care if they would direct you there.

                That's all very free of charge and that starts

                and then you're in the database.  There is a

                newsletter of Agent Orange that you will start to

                receive.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Great.  What was that

                800 number again?

                           MS. BEAHM:  It's 1-800-362-8262, and
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                to register for the Agent Orange register, the

                extension is 445 and that's VA Butler Healthcare.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  If someone wasn't sure,

                they could also go to the VA Butler website?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Absolutely.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, good.  Now just

                for you calling in, thank you for that question.

                Did that answer your question?  Hello?

                           CALLER NO. 1:  It did.  Thank you.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Does anybody else have

                any questions?  I think I hear somebody.  Are you

                there?  Well, let's keep going.  So let me ask a

                little bit -- all of that that you just talked

                about when they register, that is all

                confidential, as well, right?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's sounds like getting

                a whole history and everything, it would fall

                under all the confidentiality.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So if anyone is nervous

                about, you know, being categorized in some way --

                           MS. BEAHM:  No, that stays all within
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                the VA system.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Very good.  So someone

                who thinks they might have been exposed, do they

                need to prove that in any way?

                           MS. BEAHM:  No.  The VA has made it

                much easier for the veterans.  In as late as

                2010, they have made different diseases without

                proof.  If you were in Vietnam -- and I do have

                some dates I would like to put out there -- just

                because you were in Vietnam -- and you can be in

                Vietnam one day, one hour, as long as you were in

                the country there is presumption that they

                (inaudible) some of the dates.  And when they

                say, you know, the veterans served, with any

                veterans that served in Vietnam, in the country,

                any time between January 9, 1962 and May 7, 1975,

                the VA has recognized different diseases.

                           Now, also veterans that have worked

                with Agent Orange through shipping, knowing they

                have been exposed, I encourage you also to come

                in for the Agent Orange --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Even if they didn't step

                foot on land?
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                           MS. BEAHM:  They moved, you know, the

                chemicals.  The barrels had to be flown into

                Vietnam, so there is a whole series of soldiers,

                veterans now, that were involved in that process,

                so they were exposed to Agent Orange.

                           I also would like to say their service

                in Vietnam but also in the inland waterways,

                which there are terms called "brown water

                veterans."  This is really like the Navy and

                Coast Guard veterans.  They served among the

                smaller like river patrols and they went inland

                of Vietnam, again the same time frame, January of

                '62 through May of '75, and they are also

                eligible and I encourage them to come in and

                register.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  When you talk of the

                registration, if someone is not sure, they should

                please just come.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Just come, call or come

                into the VA.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Let's see if we can take

                another -- does anyone have any calls (sic)?  I

                opened up the line again.  Any other questions?
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                It sounds like someone is trying to get through.

                If you're not able to, maybe you're getting some

                feedback or something, also if you would like to

                follow up and not actually talk on this call,

                maybe you're not sure how this is going to sound,

                you can also follow up with Sandy afterwards.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Sure.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Is there someone there?

                Okay, well, we're going to try -- we have a

                number of more questions here.

                           What kind of health problems are we

                talking about when we're talking about Agent

                Orange exposure.

                           MS. BEAHM:  For the health problems,

                again, there is just a whole list and list of

                diseases that have been affected, like your

                nervous system, your skin, skin rashes, all types

                of different cancers, respiratory, breathing,

                lymphoma, some heart, cardiac, if you know you've

                been exposed to Agent Orange, lately diabetic, in

                some people Type 2 diabetes, that is one of the

                very common diagnoses that we have seen, prostate

                cancer, Parkinson's.  That is one that has come
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                onboard towards 2000, that again is due to the

                exposure.

                           I encourage both that what you can

                kind of really research on their own is that you

                can Google or VA.gov, you can do Agent Orange,

                all kind of information comes up.  And also under

                the VA website, if you do

                www.publichealth.va.gov, and it brings up all the

                different exposure diseases.  It just -- there is

                just a wealth of information that a veteran or

                family member can really read through because not

                only were our soldiers affected, but there are

                some benefits for children that have had birth

                defects that might have been caused through the

                parent being exposed to Agent Orange.  And,

                again, on the website you can click on that and

                see what to do for different benefits with that.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  On that case, I

                know we were going to talk in a minute about

                children, that seems like a good time to talk

                about that, the benefits available for children.

                Can they contact directly or how does that work?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Again, there are things I
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                do want to stress.  There is the Agent Orange

                register and there is also the compensation.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                           MS. BEAHM:  And that's like two

                different systems.  But for children with birth

                defects, again, contact the VA.  I do want to say

                that at the VA Butler Healthcare System, we have

                the DAV on site, we have the VFW on site.  An

                individual can go through their county courthouse

                director, the veterans' director -- every

                courthouse has one -- to actually apply for the

                compensation.  There is applications on the VA

                website, again, that you can do an online

                application for the compensation.

                           The VA Butler does it like for the

                healthcare and then for compensation for

                financial or the benefits, that's -- like I said,

                we have services available at the VA Butler to

                help through DAV, the VFW is there now on site,

                and they can also go through their county

                representative to actually do the application for

                that and online.  You can do everything online,

                too, if you choose to.
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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I have a note here that

                there is a toll free help line that is

                specifically for information for associated

                diseases and birth defects in children of Vietnam

                veterans.  That is the toll free number that says

                800-749-8387 and then it's Option 3.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Great.  We have so much

                here.  I have a couple more things that I wanted

                to make sure we have a chance to cover.  When we

                were talking about eligibility, if someone thinks

                they have a disability, they get the compensation

                by checking through, like you said, applying

                online and visiting the VA's guide to Agent

                Orange claim?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And that's free.  So

                there is a whole submit and claims process, but I

                get the sense that if someone came in and talked

                to you, you would help them get through that.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  We're throwing a lot of

                information here --
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                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.  It gets kind of

                confusing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Once they get started

                working with you guys and get enrolled, then

                things are going to start to kind of happen in a

                more systematic way.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right, exactly right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  So now, what does

                the examination involve?  Is there a cost?  How

                does this work?

                           MS. BEAHM:  There is no cost for the

                examination and what the individual will do, it

                will be scheduled around that individual

                veteran's schedule.  They come in.  They meet

                with the provider that does a medical history and

                also a physical exam and then basic lab work, you

                know, blood, urine, then also meet with the

                social worker, myself, and a psychosocial

                assessment is completed and that gives

                directions.

                           At that point, too, we have the

                veteran and sometimes the family members if there

                are any further questions and give guidance to
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                that next step of the benefits part.  That starts

                the healthcare ball rolling.

                           They need to be -- some of our

                veterans are already enrolled and receive primary

                care already and already are being treated for

                their diseases.

                           If this is the first time they have

                ever been to the VA or the first time in 30 years

                they have come back into the VA, they need those

                directions to get their primary care to start or

                if they have medical issues.  So we kind of guide

                that way and then also get to the benefits.  We

                encourage the person where to go, either go

                online, go to one of the service representatives

                that we have onsite at the VA Butler, or if they

                are more comfortable going to their county

                courthouse and working with that individual.  It

                helps, too.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I think something you

                said there made me think about the situation like

                from the veteran's standpoint.  Some of them may

                be feeling discouraged or maybe they were

                rejected previously.
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                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes, and that really is a

                very, I believe, a common feeling amongst Vietnam

                veterans because when they first came back from

                their service, the VA benefits weren't available.

                That took an act of Congress to change that.

                           Then some soldiers and veterans have

                said they are not eligible for VA care or they

                are not active or it's been five years after they

                have been discharged and that's all not so.

                           I strongly, strongly encourage the

                veterans to call the VA, stop into the VA, and we

                have eligibility, we have enrollment, their

                questions can be answered.  Even if it's 30 or 40

                years later from their service time, they are

                eligible for VA care.  It's a matter of getting

                enrolled and especially with the Agent Orange --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That seems like a little

                bit different even from some other aspects of VA

                care, that it's a specialty.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes.  I guess the

                government, what the veterans have experienced

                during their military service, it's the

                obligation of us to take care of that, what they
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                were exposed to.  Like I said, it's never too

                late to come in, and the VA really has sort of

                made an effort in outreach to try to spread the

                word.

                           So if anyone is listening or even

                family members -- and that's something I found

                that one Vietnam vet has said to another, oh, you

                know, they are leery of it and suspicious of it

                and the one tells one person and another tells

                another, that's okay.  That's why I even courage

                any Vietnam veteran to come in, come in and give

                the VA a second chance or a first chance.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  We were talking a little

                before the call, too, what kind of reaction do

                you see when you do speak with them, to treat

                them or diagnose them?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.  I have seen the

                whole gamut of reaction, a lot of anger, which is

                very unfortunate that an individual has carried

                that for a good number of years now.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's a lot of pain to

                have.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right, and that's
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                something they have lived with.  So we apologize

                for that, and there is an element of surprise.

                They didn't know they were eligible.  They didn't

                know that the VA was like this.  VA Butler has

                renovated.  It's beautiful, very streamlined

                services.

                           So I have seen all kinds of

                experiences and some relief that they can get

                help for something that has been maybe, you know,

                a very dark part of their life and have not

                shared it with anyone, but it has constantly

                weighed on them or affected them or something

                that triggers things.  So it's really a way to

                come in, just come in now.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  There is

                also just the ability to be heard and to connect

                with other people who have had related

                experiences.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Absolutely, absolutely.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Really important like

                psychological and I think particularly for folks

                who are of that generation, it's hard to

                acknowledge that you need help, maybe.
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                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes.  Well, the whole

                thing of the military, pull yourself up by your

                boot straps, and the whole idea of this mental

                health stigma attached to it, we're not allowed

                really to talk a lot about that stuff.  It's not

                like you have an amputation and your arm is

                missing or you have cancer and you are going

                through chemo treatment and you lose your hair.

                You know, mental health, behavioral health is

                something that we -- you don't see it.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's society --

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right, it's society,

                exactly right.  So there is a great deal of

                stigma and for a soldier that was trained as a

                soldier and a veteran is not supposed to have

                those problems, but that has all changed.  They

                really -- stop in.  There is a whole new VA and

                that's acceptable and our whole country has

                changed in the whole philosophy and the stigma

                attached.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And to get to the

                veterans, particularly these people -- it's

                different than they experience now -- who were
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                drafted and, you know, served in a war that they

                weren't really sure of who the enemy was.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.  The drafted

                individual was, you know, you're drafted, you had

                your number and you were off fighting the war at

                a very young age, late teens, early twenties and

                to me, your whole life changed.  You did your

                time and you were dropped back into wherever you

                were before a very different person.

                           So I think, you know, freedom isn't

                free.  People have paid a price for serving our

                country and that all rolls into what we're about

                serving our veterans.  That's what we do at the

                VA is serve our veterans.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Now, among this there

                has been some change in how the federal

                government and the agencies perceive Agent Orange

                and it has to do with research; is that right?  I

                mean, the studies have been conducted or better

                proven?

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right, and that's part of

                the Agent Orange registry.  That goes into a

                major database, those different diagnoses, and
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                that's -- I think recently in 2010 with the

                Parkinson's and diabetes, that was all able to

                really come out because of the research that is

                being done and the amount of what they see in the

                soldiers of where they served and Agent Orange in

                Vietnam and the Agent Orange they were exposed to

                and what that does on the human body.

                           So by that research and by that data

                and staying on top of it both within the

                government and outside the government has really

                benefited people now, from nowadays, to get the

                treatment and to recognize that they do need the

                healthcare.  So that through the years has really

                brought this where we are today, where it is a

                lot easier for the Vietnam vet to receive the

                care without having the provable watch, just

                because they were in Vietnam, they know that they

                sprayed, they acknowledge they sprayed.

                           I have veterans say, "I don't know if

                I saw them spraying," because they didn't know

                what it was or what it meant or what it was going

                to do and they saw the defoliated area and they

                ate local food and drank the water with all those
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                chemicals in there.  And so through research and

                through this data of the Agent Orange register,

                it has made this more recognized and possible.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Now, there is a lawsuit,

                I understand, Agent Orange class action lawsuit.

                Is that something that you get a lot of questions

                about?

                           MS. BEAHM:  I really don't.  I really

                don't.  There has been -- again, there is a lot

                of information on the website that you can read

                about.  There was an Agent Orange product

                liability litigation and this is where the vet --

                I believe it started probably in the late

                seventies or early eighties because they noticed

                all these different diseases that the individuals

                were having.  So they brought like a class action

                lawsuit against the chemical companies that

                manufactured the chemicals and they were -- I

                believe about in May of '84, there was an out of

                court settlement to reimburse family members or

                the veterans and money was paid out.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So it looks as though --

                I'm looking at some notes here, too.  It looks as
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                though the fund is actually closed.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I think one of the

                messages you mentioned earlier is that there are

                still forms of compensation.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And that's what we were

                talking about earlier, if you apply online.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So if you do hear about

                this lawsuit and you understand the fund is

                closed, that does not mean you are not going to

                get compensation.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  There are different

                channels available.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Right, and that's through

                the VA itself.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                           MS. BEAHM:  We'll give the treatment

                and the benefits, the compensation.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  If you had one thing,

                Sandy, that you could say to someone that you
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                were reaching out to, what is the one thing you

                wish people would take away from our conversation

                here?

                           MS. BEAHM:  My -- I think most

                importantly is, do not think that you are not

                eligible for VA care or the VA will not treat you

                for your military experiences.  Come into the VA.

                Come into the VA Butler.  Come into your nearest

                VA, and I would say tell individuals, tell your

                family members and your friends that you know

                they are veterans, go to the VA.

                           Go to the VA because really people --

                really with our current combat veterans -- oh,

                I'm not eligible because I served 20 years ago,

                30 years ago, no, come in and meet and check it

                out.  I want to give our number one more time.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Please do.  That's

                great.

                           MS. BEAHM:  The Butler VA number is

                1-800-362-8262 and again for that Agent Orange

                register, it's 445-4445 and also look on the

                website, get on the computer, look at VA.gov.

                Butler has it.  You can direct it to Butler

                                                                   28

                proper, it has its own website.  It can just

                guide you.

                           I think the one thing is I would

                really just encourage people to come into the VA.

                Do not think that there is nothing there that can

                be offered because it's been so many years.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Give the VA a chance to

                regain your trust.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Yes, yes, especially in

                our Vietnam veterans that have these different

                diseases.  Come in.  Come in.  There is help

                available.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's fantastic.  Thank

                you so much, Sandy.  So we have the toll free

                number, the 800 number she just read for you and

                then there is also a toll free help line if you

                have questions about VA healthcare compensation,

                specifically about Agent Orange, just for

                information -- this is the nationwide number --

                it's 800-749-8387 and press 3.

                           But come to Butler.  These are nice

                people.  Wait until you meet Sandy.  She is so

                fun.  We've been having a great conversation
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                here.  Thank you so much for joining us.

                           MS. BEAHM:  Thank you.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And we look forward to a

                great conversation next month as well, but,

                again, on a really challenging and difficult

                topic.  We'll be talking on May 5 about the VA

                Butler's Homeless Program:  Breaking the cycle of

                homelessness.

                           Our guest then will be Dan Flak, and

                we look forward to having him here and help us

                understand what Butler in particular but also the

                VA as a whole are doing to help our homeless

                veterans.

                           Thanks everybody very much for calling

                in.  If you didn't get your question answered,

                there are a lot of resources, as we said.  Please

                visit VA.gov for more information on a number of

                things, but we have -- for the Butler VA we've

                got a lot of resources for you.  We've got

                www.butler.va.gov.  That's our specific one.

                           We have a Facebook page,

                Facebook.com/vabutlerpa.  And we've got a Twitter

                address, Twitter.com/vabutlerpa.
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                           We look forward to talking to you next

                time.  Thanks a lot, bye bye.

                            (End of audio recording

