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Army Secretary Orders Arlington to Go 
Ahead with Wreaths Across America 

Event 
 

 
 

17 Nov 2020 

Military.com | By Richard Sisk 

 

Army Secretary Ryan McCarthy on Tuesday ordered Arlington National 
Cemetery to reverse course after it canceled the annual "Wreaths Across 
America" tribute to the nation's fallen that had been set for next month. 

On Monday, the cemetery announced "with great regret" that the event could 
not be conducted safely because of the nationwide surge in COVID-19 cases. 
However, McCarthy, who has jurisdiction over the Army cemetery, overruled 
the cancellation. 
 

In a statement, the service said that McCarthy "has directed Arlington National 

Cemetery to safely host Wreaths Across America." 

 

"We appreciate the families and visitors who take time to honor and remember 

those who are laid to rest at our nation's most hallowed ground [with the 

annual laying of wreaths at gravesites]," the Army said. 

 
The event, which has come to be associated with the holiday season, had 
been set for Dec. 19, but it was not immediately clear whether that date will 
hold. 

https://www.military.com/author/richard-sisk
http://www.military.com/army
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/11/16/arlington-national-cemetery-cancels-annual-wreath-laying-amid-covid-19-surge.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2020/11/16/arlington-national-cemetery-cancels-annual-wreath-laying-amid-covid-19-surge.html


"Arlington National Cemetery will provide an update on the final schedule 
soon," according to the Army. 

It is also not clear whether the event is also back on at the Soldiers' and 
Airmen's Home Cemetery in Washington, D.C. Arlington had announced its 
cancellation as well, but the initial brief Army statement made no mention of it. 
That cemetery has more than 14,000 graves near the Armed Forces 
Retirement Home in northwest Washington. 

Arlington and the Soldiers' and Airmen's Home Cemetery are the only two 
national cemeteries administered by the Army. The Department of Veterans 
Affairs is in charge of the rest. 

In canceling the Wreaths Across America event Monday, Karen Durham-
Aguilera, the executive director of Arlington National Cemetery, said it could 
not be conducted safely while the cemetery continued with its main mission of 
funerals and burials. 

"Despite the controls developed to disperse potential crowds in time and 
space, and required personal safety protocols, we determined that hosting 
any event of this scale risked compromising our ability to accomplish our core 
mission of laying veterans and their eligible family members to rest," she said. 

Neither the cemetery nor the Army immediately commented on how those 
safety concerns would be mitigated. 

The Wreaths Across America event, which has become a tradition at Arlington 
since beginning in 2005, is also continuing at about 2,000 other cemeteries 
nationwide. 

The locations can be found on the Wreaths Across America website. 

-- Richard Sisk can be reached at Richard.Sisk@Military.com. 

https://www.wreathsacrossamerica.org/
mailto:Richard.Sisk@Military.com


DoD to Retirees: Set Up Tricare Select 
Payments Now or Risk Losing Coverage 

 

18 Nov 2020 

Military.com | By Patricia Kime 

 

Military retirees and their family members who use Tricare Select risk losing 
health coverage if they don't arrange to begin paying new enrollment fees by 
Jan. 1, Tricare officials said Monday. 

As of Nov. 9, just 14% of households currently using Tricare Select had set up 
a process for paying enrollment fees for the program, either by military 
allotment, electronic funds transfer, debit or credit card, according to officials. 
 
Tricare's regional contractors have mailed several notices to affected 
beneficiaries, but officials remain concerned that this group of beneficiaries 
may not know they need to begin paying enrollment fees for Tricare Select. 

Those affected are known as Group A retirees: they're under age 65 and 
entered the military before Jan. 1, 2018. Family members and survivors of 
Group A retirees are also affected. 

Mark Ellis, chief of policy and programs for Tricare, told reporters Monday that 
there are "legitimate concerns that this particular patient population" may be 
unaware of the upcoming change. 

"If indeed they had been in Tricare Standard ... with no enrollment fees or 
premiums, and transitioned to Tricare Select with no enrollment fees ... we 
have some concerns that this beneficiary population needs to be educated to 
make informed decisions whether or not they want to continue to have Tricare 
coverage," Ellis said. 

Beginning Dec. 31, beneficiaries other than active-duty family members on 
Tricare Select must pay $12.50 per month, or $150 per year, for an individual, 
or $25 per month, or $300 per year for a family. 

The fees were instituted by the fiscal 2017 National Defense Authorization 
Act. The Pentagon had planned originally to begin charging them in 2018, but 
they were delayed until 2021. 

https://www.military.com/author/patricia-kime


The premiums do not apply to family members of active-duty personnel who 
use Tricare Select, nor do they affect military retirees or dependents 
on Tricare for Life. 

Ellis said about 850,000 beneficiaries are affected by the change. He did not 
say what percentage of those have set up payment processes, only that 14% 
of households, which often contain more than one beneficiary, have 
responded. 

Beneficiaries who set up payments do not pay anything in advance; their fees 
will be deducted after the start of the year. 

Those who neglect to set up their payment processes will have up to 180 days 
to reinstate their coverage, but they will be required to pay their monthly 
premiums back to January. Coverage will be retroactive: any claims filed 
under lapsed coverage would be paid once the premiums have been 
processed. 

Beneficiaries who fail to set up premium payments will receive at least three 
phone calls to phones listed on file by Tricare contractors to notify them about 
the change and help them with setting up payments if necessary, Ellis said. 

Open enrollment season for Tricare and the Federal Employees Dental and 
Vision Insurance Program is currently underway, meaning that Tricare 
beneficiaries can enroll in or change between Tricare Prime and Tricare 
Select. 

Also during open enrollment, which runs through Dec. 14, retirees can obtain 
dental coverage or swap plans, and military family members, retirees and 
other eligible Tricare beneficiaries can obtain vision coverage. 

Information on dental and vision plans by geographic region is available on 
the BENEFEDS website. 

Contact information for Tricare's contractors -- Humana Military in Tricare 
East, Health Net Federal Services in the West and International SOS 
overseas -- and more information on Tricare Select enrollment fees are 
available on Tricare's website. 

"Please don't let your coverage lapse, please contact your regional contractor 
if you want to keep your Tricare coverage," Ellis said. 

-- Patricia Kime can be reached at Patricia.Kime@Monster.com. Follow her on 
Twitter @patriciakime.  

https://www.military.com/benefits/tricare/retiree/tricare-for-life.html
https://www.military.com/benefits/tricare/prime
https://www.benefeds.com/
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National Pearl Harbor Remembrance Day 
 

Just before 8am on the morning of December 7, 1941, hundreds of Japanese fighter planes 

carried out a devastating attack on the Pearl Harbor American Naval base in Honolulu, Hawaii, 

on the island of Oahu.  The Japanese aircrews managed to achieve complete surprise and for two 

hours, Japanese fighter, bomber and torpedo planes carried out a shocking assault on the naval 

base. 

 

Pearl Harbor will be remembered Monday, December 7, 2020. 

 

How is Pearl Harbor Observed? 

 

The White House and all United States government buildings fly the American flag at half-mast 

as should all homes and private buildings to honor those who died in the attack at Pearl Harbor. 

Pearl Harbor survivors, associations and the military community typically commemorate the day 

with memorial services, wreath laying ceremonies and the retelling of the days events. Many 

schools and museums have activities to educate students and the public on the historical 

importance of Pearl Harbor. 

 

 Why did the Japanese attack? 

Prior to the Pearl Harbor attack, World War II had been going on for almost ten years in China 

and two years in Europe.  The Japanese began invading China in 1931, and this was when the 

war began to brew.  The Japanese had been unsuccessfully negotiating with the United States in 

the hopes of continuing expansion within Southeast Asia, namely the Philippine Islands (an 

American Territory at that time), Dutch West Indies, and Malaysia.  In response to their 

aggression, the United States had placed strict embargos on Japan, which brewed hostility 

between the two countries.  By late 1941, many Americans expected war with Japan to be 

imminent, though they had no idea it would begin with such a sneak attack. 

The December 7th attack was carried out with the intention of destroying the U.S. Pacific Naval 

Fleet before an announcement of war was even made.   The hope was that the surprise attack 

would devastate the power of the United States Navy and allow valuable time for Japan to 

strengthen its own naval capabilities once the war with the Unites States had been 

engaged.  Japan also hoped to severely cripple American morale, aiming to hinder their 

acceptance of the war and diminishing overall U.S. involvement in Japan’s aim to conquer. 

 

Significance of Pearl Harbor to the United States’ WWII Involvement 

 

Prior to the attacks on Pearl Harbor, the United States had maintained formal neutrality in the 

global escalation of conflict.  Up until this point, America had isolated itself from the conflicts in 

Asia and Europe, but over time, these conflicts had built unimaginable tension. The attack on 

Pearl Harbor was essentially the breaking point.  On December 8, 1941, just one day after the 

attack, the United States declared war on Japan.  As a result, on December 11, 1941, Germany 

https://militarybenefits.info/pearl-harbor/


and Italy retaliated with a declaration of war on the United States, as they were allied to Japan 

under the Tripartite Pact (or the Axis Pact) of 1940. 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt proclaimed December 7, 1941 as, “a date which will live in 

infamy.” After years of a global conflict, the United States had officially entered into World War 

II. 

 

September 2, 1945 marks the formal surrender of Japan in World War Two which took place 

aboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay. This day is known as Victory Over Japan Day or VJ 

Day. 

Pearl Harbor Facts 

 

 The base was attacked in two waves by a total of 353 Japanese fighters, bombers and 

torpedo planes 

 There were 165 U.S. Naval ships involved. 20 were damaged. 12 of those were back in 

service in less than 1 year. 

 All 8 U.S. Navy battleships were damaged; 4 were “lost in action” 

 All but one battleship were raised and 6 were returned to service and fought in the war 

 No Aircraft Carriers were in port at the time of the attack. 

 Japan had also launched attacks on U.S. troops in Wake Island, Guam, Malaya, Thailand 

and Midway that same day. Wake Island, Guam, Malaya, and Thailand would all 

eventually fall to the Japanese. 

 Pearl Harbor Casualties: 

o 2,008 naval officers killed; 710 wounded 

o 218 Army personnel killed; 364 wounded 

o 109 Marines killed, 69 wounded 

o 68 civilians killed, 35 wounded 

o A total of 2,402 Americans were killed, 1,178 wounded 

 

Historic Sites, Museums, Memorials & Resources 

 

USS Arizona Memorial – National Park Service 

Battleship Missouri Memorial – Honolulu, Hawaii 

USS Bowfin Submarine Museum & Park – Honolulu, Hawaii 

Pacific Aviation Museum Pearl Harbor – Honolulu, Hawaii 

Pearl Harbor Tours, Memorials and Museums – Hawaii 

 

Although the Japanese attack was overwhelming, it was not complete, nor did it achieve what 

they had hoped.  No United States aircraft carriers were present at the time of the attack, and they 

neglected to damage the shoreside facilities of the naval base, which later went onto play a 

crucial role in the Allied victory at the end of the war. Additionally, all but three ships damaged 

in the attack were raised, repaired, and later used in victorious war efforts. Most notably, the 

outrage caused by the attack fueled the strength of the United States and its citizens to commit to 

victory in World War II. The U.S. would exact revenge in The Battle of Midway, a decisive 

naval battle that took place between June 4-7, 1942, six months after Japan’s attack on Pearl 

Harbor. 

https://militarybenefits.info/victory-over-japan-day/
http://www.nps.gov/valr/index.htm
http://www.pearlharborhistoricsites.org/pearl-harbor/battleship-missouri
http://www.pearlharborhistoricsites.org/pearl-harbor/uss-bowfin-submarine
https://www.pearlharboraviationmuseum.org/
http://www.pearlharboroahu.com/
https://militarybenefits.info/battle-of-midway/


Pearl Harbor Movie vs History 

While audiences generally enjoyed (not critics) the 2001 film, Pearl Harbor, it isn’t the best 

source of information to learn about the actual events that happened that day. In fact, many 

veterans and survivors were disappointed with the liberties with historical facts that were taken 

and the misrepresentation of the efforts of many on December 7, 1941. Rather than focus on the 

historical inaccuracies here are a few characters from the movie that inspired a new interest in 

these real-life heroes roles during the Pearly Harbor attacks. 

 Doris ‘Dorie’ Miller – Portrayed by Cuba Gooding Jr., he is first African American to be 

awarded the Navy Cross, its highest decoration, for his actions during the Pearl Harbor 

attacks. With no training for the task, Miller manned a .50-caliber Browning anti-aircraft 

machine gun. Once out of ammunition he began rescuing sailors from the water. 

 

 Lieutenants Kenneth Taylor and George Welch – Loosely portrayed by Ben Affleck and Josh 

Hartnett, Welch and Taylor managed to get airborne under fire—twice—and shot down at 

least six Japanese planes between them. Welch and Taylor received the Distinguished 

Service Cross, becoming the first to be awarded that distinction in World War II. The twisted 

love triangle from the movie is completely out of Hollywood.  



FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Nov. 17, 2020 

VA chief research officer receives award for advancing prostate cancer research for Veterans

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs’ (VA) announced today VA Chief Research and Development Officer,
Rachel Ramoni, Ph.D., has been selected as the first recipient of the Above and Beyond Award from the Women in Science Forum of the 
Prostate Cancer Foundation (PCF).

Dr. Ramoni received the award for advancing biomedical research and clinical trials for Veterans with prostate cancer and contributing to the
fight against COVID-19.

“This recognition shows the real-world impact of VA research,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “VA’s partnership with the Prostate
Cancer Foundation is vital and significant to prevent, screen and promote research to speed the development of treatments and cures for prostate
cancer as we serve the over 15,000 Veterans diagnosed with prostate cancer every year.”

To support better prostate cancer care for Veterans, the department established the VA Precision Oncology Program for Cancer of the
Prostate (POPCaP) in partnership with the PCF. The program aims to deliver precision cancer care to all Veterans, including those who live in
remote rural areas. There are currently 12 hubs in the POPCaP network distributed across the U.S.

Under Ramoni's stewardship, the VA Office of Research and Development has implemented policies that have streamlined research efforts,
especially for multi-site clinical trials. In some cases, this has reduced the start-up time for clinical trials from several months to a matter of
weeks.

In addition to advancing precision oncology research, Ramoni promotes diversity within the VA research enterprise and has been
instrumental in mentoring women researchers in VA.

Learn more about VA research and development.

 

###

https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.va.gov%2Fabout%2Fcrado.cfm&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718756057%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=4pkCfUqOTLW1Zz4whQGhGSSfQU2Zkrq%2FmnRq8A4bQhg%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pcf.org%2Fnews%2Fpcf-27th-annual-scientific-retreat-to-cover-latest-discoveries-in-prostate-cancer-research-including-covid-19-link-racial-disparities-and-clinical-advances%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718766011%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=zo5RVDfK9T6Qe7bEYLHFWv9neHZz4fgRhiBGVoXOT4c%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pcf.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718766011%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=xAsrY4XpLiAuFDE84gbLgs6niaehl2ch%2FkiaDJLgbog%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cancer.va.gov%2FCANCER%2Findex.asp&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718775966%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=2NjE34MBTHXCkJkf9l2L4VYLBnbpKe2dzbTWbIrO44E%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cancer.va.gov%2FCANCER%2FNPOP.asp&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718775966%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=HZSPzm3dYQTOJl4JZvUy19ONfV2IfwhvHj2TgtXFWeE%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cancer.va.gov%2FCANCER%2FNPOP.asp&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718775966%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=HZSPzm3dYQTOJl4JZvUy19ONfV2IfwhvHj2TgtXFWeE%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.va.gov%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718785923%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=%2F0ZAIQ%2BSlaQYKwwcaCkbI3Tr4SmuJbMPdLnYODPYHUM%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.research.va.gov%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C648241ffa257489a9be708d88b1e8fbe%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637412310718785923%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=%2F0ZAIQ%2BSlaQYKwwcaCkbI3Tr4SmuJbMPdLnYODPYHUM%3D&reserved=0


VA Disability Claims Backlog Spiked to 
300,000 During Pandemic 

 

 
 

17 Nov 2020 

Military.com | By Richard Sisk 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to a backlog of about 300,000 new disability 
claims at the Department of Veterans Affairs, the head of the Veterans 
Benefits Administration (VBA) said Tuesday. 

"We've got to get this backlog down," VBA Chief Paul Lawrence said in an 
interview with Military.com. "We're really trying hard to figure this out." 
 
By last November, the department had succeeded in processing clams at a 
high rate and brought the new claims backlog down to an all-time low of 
64,000 cases, he said. In March 2013, the backlog of new disability claims at 
the VA had reached a peak of 611,000. 

From January through the end of March this year, the number of backlogged 
claims increased slightly, to 70,000. Then, the spike began, as restrictions 
were imposed across the government in an effort to limit the spread of 
COVID-19, wiping out the progress the VA made last year in processing new 
claims, Lawrence said. 

On April 1, the VA announced that "as concerns about COVID-19 infections 
increased and the president declared a national emergency, VA suspended its 

https://www.military.com/author/richard-sisk
http://www.military.com/benefits/veteran-benefits


in-person medical disability examinations for its compensation and pension 
(C&P) programs." 

The VA did not restart in-person exams until late August, and then only on a 
limited basis. 

In addition, COVID-19 restrictions at the vast National Archives warehouse in 
St. Louis limited the VA's access to records needed to verify veterans' claims, 
Lawrence explained. 

"That really set us back in terms of the ability to grant benefits," he said. "The 
two bits of information we need are the C&P exams and the personnel 
records." 

To break the logjam, the VA began sending its own personnel to assist the 
National Archives. 

"We actually have people in their warehouse in St. Louis [going through the 
files and] getting them scanned into our records," Lawrence said. 

At one point, the VA had 48 of its own personnel working in the National 
Archives warehouse, he said. 

Encouragingly, the increase in backlogged new cases appears to have 
leveled off in recent weeks, Lawrence added. 

"We're processing at about the same rate we're receiving," he said. "Now, 
we're looking forward to the fall and beyond when we can drive it back down." 

-- Richard Sisk can be reached at Richard.Sisk@Military.com.  

mailto:Richard.Sisk@Military.com


VA program helping more Veterans connect with bank, 

credit union account choices 

 

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced today at least 

25,000 more Veterans are now receiving monetary benefits through federally-insured banks and 

credit unions —  mitigating their risk of fraud occurrence. 

 

Prior to the inception of the Veterans Benefits Banking Program (VBBP), established in 

December 2019, Veterans who did not have bank accounts were only able to receive monetary 

benefits through pre-paid debit cards or paper checks. 

 

“At any given time, there are approximately 250,000 Veterans who do not have bank accounts, 

and as a result of the Veterans Benefits Administration working diligently to contact Veterans 

directly by mail and telephone calls to explain the benefits of switching to direct deposit, we are 

reducing this number,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “This is important because Veterans 

who don’t have an account with direct deposit are at risk for theft, fraud, or high fees when 

accessing their benefits.” 

 

VA partnered with the Association of Military Banks of America and worked with the Defense 

Credit Union Council to leverage their consortium of military-friendly financial institutions that 

cater to service members to enhance the financial services available to VA beneficiaries. 

 

VA will continue to reach out to Veterans without bank accounts or those with limited access to 

banking services, to let them know — they now have options. 

Learn more about switching to direct deposit or benefits of the VBBP.  

 

https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fveteransbenefitsbanking.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280967617%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=w9WMzpUh%2FXwMtis7lzU7HdTH1jM67xN4N79QdBEfjFA%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.va.gov%2Fopa%2Fpressrel%2Fpressrelease.cfm%3Fid%3D5378&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280967617%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=hS8rSeV5zQLJc3pS0szBwXqBnSgHy8kCFNiPMNkcKzY%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.va.gov%2Fopa%2Fpressrel%2Fpressrelease.cfm%3Fid%3D5378&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280967617%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=hS8rSeV5zQLJc3pS0szBwXqBnSgHy8kCFNiPMNkcKzY%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.ambahq.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280967617%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=5ZkMR%2FUs%2ByQZtCzQ%2BLmUDlYDS6GeOlWO6Iz26XNvZ6o%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dcuc.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280977568%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=B0ji8sRnM5%2BLa9ry6mF%2BZiId5bN6Sj%2B%2BHRdBgTjCPMs%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dcuc.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280977568%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=B0ji8sRnM5%2BLa9ry6mF%2BZiId5bN6Sj%2B%2BHRdBgTjCPMs%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.va.gov%2Fchange-direct-deposit%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280977568%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=bejoifJomCF9JO19OSn7d2ILuZHhbPKpAzUB6CBwaa0%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fveteransbenefitsbanking.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7Cb2fd863948b844c2798208d88d82cdec%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637414940280987523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=tvOK3UgptgTuqi58XfTDsbc9745TQcYoUKQIOeaBZ7c%3D&reserved=0


FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Nov. 25, 2020 

VA recognized for impact on lives of Blue Water Navy Veterans

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) announced today the Association of Marketing and Communication
Professionals has awarded the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) Blue Water Navy (BWN) communications and outreach campaign with a
2020 MarCom Platinum Award.

 The campaign increased awareness about the BWN Vietnam Veterans Act of 2019 which extended the presumption of exposure to
herbicides such as Agent Orange to Veterans who served in the offshore waters of the Republic of Vietnam during the Vietnam War. 

 “VA supports BWN Veterans, their families and survivors around the country,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilke. “Ensuring Veterans and
their families are aware of the benefits available to them is a priority and this campaign demonstrates our commitment to serving our Vietnam era
Veterans.”

 In fiscal year 2020, VBA’s BWN campaign included a national public service announcement (PSA) that aired more than 20,000 times with
an estimated advertisement equivalency of $1.9 million, more than 30,000 landing page views and over 300,000 PSA views on YouTube.
Additionally, the digital advertising portion of the campaign reached 328,000-plus Facebook users and 2.3 million YouTube users. 

As of Oct. 31, VA processed 36,820 of 72,969 claims received, of which 25,918 were granted — awarding more than $696 million in
retroactive benefits to eligible Veterans and their families. The most common claims granted included conditions such as type 2 diabetes,
malignant growth of the lung, coronary bypass surgery, malignant growths of genitourinary system and coronary artery disease.

Learn more about Agent Orange exposure and VA disability compensation or call 800-827-1000 for more information.

                                                                        ###

https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.va.gov%2Fdisability%2Feligibility%2Fhazardous-materials-exposure%2Fagent-orange%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C22992d419c7247838df608d89165b3d9%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637419213320418470%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=0p4nzFoetkCicMPqixA8mRaWgkmJeeFAfdhSjBllB7w%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.youtube.com%2Fwatch%3Fv%3DKHAhmdXjMPs&data=04%7C01%7C%7C22992d419c7247838df608d89165b3d9%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637419213320428429%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=piVb%2BQSRzEX4OTZY3vlRfb5AepF9jTQt1Jkf30IEa%2BU%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.va.gov%2Fdisability%2Feligibility%2Fhazardous-materials-exposure%2Fagent-orange%2Fnavy-coast-guard-ships-vietnam%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C22992d419c7247838df608d89165b3d9%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C637419213320428429%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=vr%2FahmQ%2FbwbTQJbzdq0kOXhZiglKCajpTTPrGtu88PE%3D&reserved=0


FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Nov. 16, 2020 

VA recruiting volunteers for COVID-19 clinical trials
WASHINGTON — As part of the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) fight against the COVID-19 pandemic, the department

announced today its nationwide effort to recruit volunteers for COVID-19 clinical trials at select VA facilities across the country.

More than 50 VA medical centers are participating in trials to test vaccines and treatments for COVID-19.

“VA is eager to play a role in this important endeavor,” said VA Secretary Robert Wilkie. “Volunteering for our trials is a way people can
help our country more quickly find vaccines and treatments to end the pandemic and get life back to normal.”

VA’s volunteer list is open to Veterans and non-Veterans, 18 years old or older. Participation in any research study is strictly voluntary.
Volunteers go through an informed-consent process that ensures they understand the risks and benefits to joining a study before they make the
decision to participate.

Vaccines being studied by VA include candidates developed by Moderna, AstraZeneca, Pfizer and Janssen. VA’s trials for COVID-19
treatments include remdesivir, monoclonal antibodies, Tocilizumab and others.

Sign up for VA’s volunteer list and get more information about VA’s COVID-19 clinical trials and research studies.

 ###

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-BZifuc-454&feature=youtu.be
https://www.research.va.gov/covid-19.cfm
http://www.va.gov/coronavirus-research
https://www.research.va.gov/covid-19.cfm


Veterans and Gold Star Families Will Soon Have Free 

Admission to All National Parks 
 

 
 

28 Oct 2020 

Military.com | By Amy Bushatz 

National Parks, wildlife refuges and other federal lands will all be free for 
veterans and Gold Star family members to use starting Veterans Day, Interior 
Department officials announced today. 

The change extends to veterans and Gold Star families the existing free 
admission policy already in play for active-duty troops and their families, as 
well as Guard and Reserve members. It waives both entrance and day use 
recreation fees for lands managed by the Department of the Interior 
nationwide. 

While not all of the system's 2,000 public recreation areas charge entrance 
fees, many of the more popular destinations do, such as Yellowstone National 
Park and Grand Canyon National Park. The fees vary by location. Instead of 
paying individual entry fees, visitors can purchase an annual "America the 
Beautiful" pass for $80. Seniors over age 65 can purchase a lifetime pass for 
$80. 

Disabled veterans qualify for the Access Pass, which gives free admission 
and a 50% discount on some costs such as camping or boat launch fees. 
Other passholders pay out of pocket for those costs. 

The new program expands free park access to millions of honorably 
discharged veterans. To gain access, veterans can present a DoD ID card; a 

https://www.military.com/author/amy-bushatz
http://www.military.com/veterans-day
https://www.military.com/militaryadvantage/2018/04/06/got-va-rating-you-can-get-free-lifetime-national-parks-pass.html


Veteran Health Identification Card; a Veteran ID card; or a state-issued card 
displaying veteran status, according to the release. 

While the free pass for active-duty troops can be used by their dependents, 
the new free-access rule for veterans does not extend to their immediate 
family members. 

That means that at parks where entrance fees are paid per vehicle, veterans 
and their families will be able to enter free using the veteran pass. At parks 
where admission is paid per person, however, only the veteran will be able to 
enter free. 

Free entrance for Gold Star family members is limited to those designated as 
"Gold Star" by law. To meet the definition, families must be the "next of kin of 
a member of the United States Armed Forces who lost his or her life in a 
'qualifying situation,' such as a war, an international terrorist attack, or a 
military operation outside of the United States while serving with the United 
States Armed Forces," according to the release. 

But Gold Star family members will not be required to produce proof of 
qualification -- at least for now.  

"For the time being, we will be using an honor system," Ben Goldey, a 
spokesman for Interior told Military.com in an email. "An individual who 
identifies themselves as a Gold Star family member at an entrance facility will 
be thanked for their service and sacrifice and admitted free of charge." 



Veterans Florida Wins $745,000 USDA Grant for 

Agriculture Fellowships 

 

Veterans Florida, a non-profit created by the State of Florida to help military veterans transition 

to civilian life and to promote Florida’s status as the nation’s most veteran-friendly state, has 

received a three-year, $745,000 grant from the U.S. Department of Agriculture to fund 

the Veterans Florida Agriculture Program in partnership with the University of Florida Institute 

of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS). 

“Florida is proud to be the most veteran-friendly state in the nation and we are committed to 

working with organizations like Veterans Florida to connect former military servicemembers 

with career training and job opportunities,” said Gov. Ron DeSantis. “As a veteran, I recognize 

the transition from a military background into the civilian workforce can be challenging. This 

six-month program through UF/IFAS will help prepare veterans for careers in Florida’s 

prominent agriculture industry and work to match them with quality jobs. We will never stop 

working to support those who have worn the uniform to defend our freedoms.” 

The program is a six-month paid fellowship designed to provide veterans hands-on experience in 

agriculture in order to transition into careers in the industry, and participants will work at 

UF/IFAS Research & Education Facilities, then be matched with a career at an agribusiness or 

working farm or ranch. 

“The Veterans Florida Agriculture Program is another example of Florida leading the nation in 

offering veterans sustainable career opportunities as they transition into civilian life,” said 

Florida Department of Veterans’ Affairs Deputy Executive Director James S. “Hammer” 

Hartsell. “Florida’s commitment to veterans is second to none and this program embodies that.” 

The Veterans Florida Agriculture Program began as a pilot program in 2018, and all participants 

received full-time job offers upon completion. The program won the Tampa Bay Regional 

Planning Council’s 2019 Economy and Energy Award that recognizes projects that promote 

economic vitality and workforce development while benefiting the community. 

“Creating career paths for veterans and a talent pipeline for the agriculture industry is a win-win 

for Florida,” said Veterans Florida Executive Director Joe Marino. “Veterans Florida is excited 

to continue our Agriculture Program with our partners at UF/IFAS and provide more veterans 

with the experience and network to succeed in Florida’s second-largest economic sector.” 

 

https://www.veteransflorida.org/
https://www.veteransflorida.org/agriculture/
https://ifas.ufl.edu/
https://ifas.ufl.edu/


Chicago Sun Times 
He’s fought for his country in the Army and FBI. Now, he’s fighting for himself, 

other vets. 
By Stephanie Zimmermann  Nov 25, 2020, 5:30am CST 

James “Jim” Rudisill has jumped into dangerous situations his entire career. 

During two stints in the Army that included two tours of duty in Iraq and one in Afghanistan. 

And later as an FBI counter-terrorism agent, helping build cases against white supremacists and ISIS supporters. 

He sees his latest mission as no less important, even if it is set in a far less threatening locale — a federal court, where he 
sued the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs in a case his lawyers say could result in additional GI Bill benefits for 
potentially 1.7 million veterans seeking to further their educations. 

Rudisill’s court case centers on whether the government can force veterans like himself — those who have served in the 
military long enough to have earned benefits under more than one GI Bill — to give up their Montgomery GI Bill benefits in 
order to tap the more generous benefits available to them under the Post-9/11 GI Bill. 

Veterans who qualify can reap the benefits of both laws. But the federal government has imposed a cap on those benefits in a 
way that ends up shortchanging some vets. 

That’s the argument Rudisill’s case makes — successfully so far. 

In winning the civil case, his lawyers argued that the U.S. government wrongly cut short his educational benefits under the 
GI Bills — and that it also denies some of the nation’s longest-serving vets benefits collectively worth potentially billions of 
dollars to put toward college or graduate school. 

For Rudisill, the difference in what he was entitled to and what he was allowed was enough that it meant having to say no to 
going to Yale Divinity School because of the cost. 

The way the GI Bill system works can be confusing. In part, that’s because the government has enacted numerous GI Bills 
since the World War II era, some of them operating simultaneously. The two at the heart of Rudisill’s case are these: 

• The Montgomery GI Bill, which Congress passed in 1984 to beef up the original GI Bill. It provides up to 36 months of 
stipends toward college tuition — effectively four years of college — for qualifying service members who have paid $1,200 
into the system. 

• The Post 9/11 GI Bill, which Congress enacted in 2008. It provides up to 36 months of far more generous college payments 
— including tuition, housing and books. And it automatically goes to those who qualify. As with the Montgomery GI Bill, 
with summers off, those 36 months equal enough schooling for a four-year degree. 

Here’s where things can get tricky. Congress has set 48 months as the maximum combined use of GI Bill benefits. But some 
veterans, like Rudisill, who had used a portion of their Montgomery benefits before tapping their Post-9/11 benefits, say the 
government shortchanged them. It did so, they say, by forcing them to forfeit any unused Montgomery GI Bill benefits and 
using a formula that also limited their Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits. 

You don’t have to understand the math to understand this: The bottom line for Rudisill was that he’d get only 10 months of 
schooling covered by the more generous Post-9/11 GI Bill rather than the 22 months he says he was entitled to. 

Taking his case to the VA’s Board of Veterans’ Appeals, he argued that the VA’s stance amounted to a misinterpretation by 
bureaucrats of what Congress intended when it established the benefits to help veterans further their education. 

That VA appeals board ruled against him. But he appealed. And last year the U.S. Court of Appeals for Veterans Claims — the 
Washington, D.C., court that has exclusive jurisdiction nationwide on such matters — agreed that Rudisill was right. It 
reversed the VA board’s ruling. 



The government is now fighting that decision, taking its case to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit, where 
arguments are set to be heard Dec. 9. 

Rudisill, who is 40 and lives near Richmond, Virginia, discovered the problem in 2015 when he tried to put 22 months of his 
Post-9/11 benefits toward getting the graduate divinity degree from Yale, which he hoped to use to return to the Army as a 
chaplain in the Episcopalian tradition. 

He put in for the Post-9/11 GI Bill benefits after earlier using 26 months of the allotted 36 months of tuition under the 
Montgomery GI Bill. By his math, with a total of 48 months allowed to any veteran, he could still get 22 months of paid 
schooling and housing under the better benefits provided by the Post-9/11 GI Bill. That would be enough to complete the 
graduate program. 

Rudisill is the grandson of textile mill workers and had gone on religious mission trips as a young man to Kenya and Bolivia. 
He says he was “elated” to hear he’d been accepted to Yale. 

“I felt like I was going to be able to give back to the service that I love so much and minister to soldiers that were still in and 
dealing with a lot,” he says. 

He’d first enlisted in the Army in 2000 and served two and a half years before leaving the service to attend college. 

As he was completing his undergraduate studies, he learned friends had been killed in action. He decided to return to 
military service, first with the North Carolina National Guard and then as an active-duty commissioned officer in the Army. 

In this second stint in the military, he was on active duty on and off between 2004 and 2011, seeing combat action overseas 
and being wounded in a suspected suicide attack and by roadside bombs. 

As a platoon leader in Afghanistan, he turned back a Taliban assault and directed medical evacuations under fire, saving 
other soldiers’ lives. 

His unit’s deployments in 2010 to 2011 with the 101st Airborne Division were featured in the 2014 documentary film “The 
Hornet’s Nest.” 

For his service, Rudisill, who reached the rank of captain, received honors including the Bronze Star. 

Since leaving the military, he has been an FBI special agent. He has supervised cases against white supremacists and 
terrorist sympathizers and now is a bomb technician. 

But having seen some fellow veterans turn in despair to drugs or suicide, Rudisill says he decided to again return to the 
Army. This time, his plan was to go back as a chaplain so he could help other service members. 

Having led soldiers in combat, he says, “really makes one appreciate how delicate life is, how precious it is.” 

But his plans to attend Yale fell apart when the government said he was entitled only to 10 more months of Post-9/11 GI Bill 
educational benefits and not the 22 he says he earned. 

Without that financial support, Rudisill says he couldn’t afford Yale. 

“It felt like I’d been punched in the solar plexus,” he says. “It was immediately just like the door slamming shut.” 

Attorneys David J. DePippo and Timothy McHugh have represented Rudisill pro bono in challenging the VA’s decision. 
DePippo — whose regular job is senior counsel for Dominion Energy in Virginia — estimates that 1.7 million veterans who 
served in the military beginning in the late 1990s, in any branch of service, and either stayed on or returned after the Sept. 
11, 2001, terror attacks could be losing out because of the VA’s stance and the different levels of benefits the two GI Bills 
provide. 

The federal government stands by its stance that the VA is reading the laws correctly in making its calculations. 



The government’s lawyers argue it’s not the VA’s fault that Rudisill chose to switch to his Post-9/11 benefits before first using 
all of his lesser Montgomery GI Bill benefits. In a court filing, they say “the VA has never made any secret of the fact” that it 
calculates benefits this way. 

The nonprofit organizations National Veterans Legal Services Program and Veterans Education Success have filed briefs in 
support of Rudisill. They say he and other vets should get to decide how and in what order to use their educational benefits. 

Aniela Szymanski, senior director for legal affairs and military policy with Veterans Education Success, says vets should be 
able to use benefits from both GI Bills if their service qualifies them. 

“I don’t understand, from a commonsense perspective, why one should cancel the other one out,” she says, “especially 
because you’ve paid into one of them.” 

Having given up his spot after gaining admission to Yale, Rudisill, who has been waging this fight for five years, is now too 
old at 40 to be able to rejoin the Army as a chaplain. The cutoff is 38. 

But he’s still hoping to finally win his case so he can complete his master’s degree in pastoral ministry from Nashotah House 
Theological Seminary in Wisconsin and then minister to first-responders and other vets. 

“The driving force for me in this whole matter is making sure that my brother and sister veterans get what they have earned,” 
Rudisill says. “This is making sure that veterans, as a whole, get what was promised to them by Congress and the American 
people.” 

 



Research Delays Push Back VA Decision on New Agent Orange Conditions 

24 Nov 2020 

Military.com | By Patricia Kime 

The COVID-19 pandemic has delayed the results of two research studies that Veterans Affairs officials 
say are needed to determine whether new health conditions should be added to the list of Agent Orange-
connected diseases. 

A VA spokeswoman said Tuesday that results of the two studies -- the Vietnam Era Health Retrospective 
Observational Study, or VE-HEROeS, and the Vietnam Era Mortality Study -- aren't expected until at 
least next year, and in the case of the mortality study, until "mid-2021." 

"There has been a shift in the schedule for [VE-HEROes] ... because the team members responsible for 
handling these duties are supporting VA's response to the COVID-19 national emergency," VA 
spokeswoman Christina Noel said in a statement to Military.com. 

"The Vietnam Mortality study,” she added, “is expected to be submitted for peer review and publication 
starting in mid-2021.” 

VA officials had said they were waiting for the results to be analyzed, reviewed and readied for 
publication before they would make a decision on adding bladder cancer, Parkinsonism, hypothyroidism 
or hypertension to the list of Agent Orange presumptive conditions. 

Some 34,000 Vietnam-era veterans were exposed to herbicides during the war and later diagnosed with 
bladder cancer, Parkinsonism or hypothyroidism. More than 156,000 veterans who served and were 
exposed have been diagnosed with hypertension, or high blood pressure. 

In March 2019, Dr. Richard Stone, executive in charge of the Veterans Health Administration -- told the 
Senate Veterans Affairs Committee that a decision would likely be made within ninety days. 

That was 21 months ago. 

Since then, VA officials, including Secretary Robert Wilkie, have said they were waiting for results of the 
two studies to be published, which they anticipated would be in late 2020. 

In January, Wilkie pushed back against a 2016 report by the National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine that said there was limited or suggestive evidence of an association between 
Agent Orange and the listed conditions, and a 2018 report that also found sufficient evidence for linking 
high blood pressure to herbicide exposure. 

Wilke sent a report to Congress saying VA experts found "significant concerns and limitations" with the 
NASEM reports. The department would wait, he said, until the results of its own studies to announce any 
decision. 

VA is committed to "the continued study of Agent Orange and its associated adverse health effects as 
well as regular review of all emerging evidence of adverse impacts to veterans from Agent Orange," 
Wilkie wrote in his report. 

“Unfortunately, science is difficult,” Stone said in February. 



Members of Congress have accused VA of intentionally delaying a decision that could cost the 
department between $11.2 billion and $15.2 billion, depending on interpretations of a related court ruling. 

Seventy-seven House Democrats sent a letter in February to President Donald Trump asking that all four 
diseases be added to the presumptives list -- a move that would affect more than 190,000 veterans. 

In September, in an effort to compromise, a bipartisan group of 46 Senate lawmakers pushed to add three 
diseases to the list, omitting hypertension. They have asked that legislation be added to the fiscal 2021 
National Defense Authorization Act, which is currently being ironed out in conference. 

"Tens of thousands of Vietnam veterans suffer from these three conditions due to their military service, 
yet these veterans continue to be denied the care and benefits they have earned and desperately need," 
wrote the senators, including Democrat Jon Tester of Montana and Republican Mike Rounds of South 
Dakota. 

Dr. David Shulkin, who served as VA secretary from January 2017 to March 2018, planned to release his 
decision to add three presumptives -- bladder cancer, hypothyroidism and Parkinsonism -- in late 2017, 
but the outcome was never released. 

Documents obtained by Military Times and Military.com indicated that the Office of Management and 
Budget and White House advisers were responsible for the delay, citing cost concerns and requiring 
additional scientific evidence to support the connection between herbicide exposure and the illnesses. 

The change now hinges on an addition to the National Defense Authorization Act or a new 
administration. President Elect Joe Biden is expected to take his oath of office Jan. 20, 2021. He has not 
announced his choice to head the Department of Veterans Affairs. 

Noel reiterated VA's commitment to waiting for the research. 

"We have no further announcements at this time," she said. 

 



 
November 25, 2020 

 

This week’s issue is being delivered early in observance of the Thanksgiving holiday! 

 

In This Issue: 

 

1. Mental Health Bill for Transitioning Service Members 

2. Holiday Overseas Mail Deadlines Approaching 

3. TRICARE Open Season 

4. The Armed Services Blood Program 

5. Need Help with Your VA Claim? 

6. MIA Update 

 

1. Mental Health Bill for Transitioning Service Members: Sens. Sherrod Brown (D-OH), 

Richard Blumenthal (D-CT), and Joni Ernst (R-IA) introduced VFW-supported S. 4900, the 

Daniel J. Harvey Jr. and Adam Lambert Improving Servicemember Transition to Reduce 

Veteran Suicide Act. This important legislation would create a pilot program to incorporate 

mental health counseling into the Transition Assistance Program. This new training would 

inform separating service members of the resources available at VA health facilities to help them 

meet the challenges of transition from military to civilian life. This proposal was generated by a 

2019 VFW-SVA Legislative Fellow and shows the importance of grass roots advocacy. The 

VFW thanks Sens. Brown, Blumenthal, and Ernst for introducing this important legislation and 

for their efforts to improve the mental health of veterans. Learn more.  
 

2. Holiday Overseas Mail Deadlines Approaching: The U.S. Postal Service is preparing for 

more gifts to be mailed this year than usual as the COVID-19 pandemic forces many families to 

spend holidays apart. In order to ensure overseas packages are delivered before Dec. 25, USPS 

has provided the following guidance: Dec. 9 for Air/Army Post Office, Fleet Post Office and 

Diplomatic Post Office addresses in the 093 ZIP Code using Priority Mail and First-Class Mail; 

Dec. 11 for all other APO/FPO/DPO ZIP Codes, send by Dec. 11 using Priority Mail and First-

Class Mail; and Dec. 18 for APO/FPO/DPO addresses other than the 093 Zip Code using USPS 

Priority Mail Express. The Postal Service has also created a “military care kit,” which consists of 

the items most often requested by military families and it is free. 

 

3. TRICARE Open Season: TRICARE Open Season is currently open through Dec. 14, 2020. 

This is the time when beneficiaries can enroll in or change their health care coverage. Any 

changes will go into effect on Jan. 1, 2021. This year it is important to note that TRICARE 

Select Group A retirees will be required to pay an enrollment fee beginning on Jan. 1, 2021. 

Beneficiaries must set up an allotment with their regional contractors for the enrollment fee to 

begin on Jan. 1, 2021. Individuals who do not set up their allotment by the deadline will be 

unenrolled due to nonpayment. Learn more.  

https://www.brown.senate.gov/newsroom/press/release/brown-blumenthal-ernst-introduce-legislation-to-support-mental-health-needs-of-servicemembers-and-veterans-transitioning-to-civilian-life
https://www.usps.com/holiday/holiday-shipping-dates.htm
https://store.usps.com/store/product/shipping-supplies/military-care-kit-P_MILITARYKIT
https://www.tricare.mil/openseason
https://tricare.mil/Plans/Enroll/Select/EnrollmentFees


 

4. The Armed Services Blood Program: The Armed Services Blood Program (ASBP) is calling 

on all veterans with access to military installations to donate blood. The ASBP provides blood to 

active duty service members, veterans, and their families. Donations can be made at 20 locations 

across the nation all of which are located on military installations. Learn more. 

 

5. Need Help with Your VA Claim?: The claims process can be confusing and one that you 

should not try to navigate alone. The VFW's National Veterans Service is a nationwide network 

of VA accredited service officers and pre-discharge representatives who are experts in dealing 

with the VA and the key to your success. As skilled professionals, we assist in filing for 

disability compensation, rehabilitation and education programs, pension and death benefits, and 

employment and training programs. This is a service the VFW is proud to offer free of charge to 

anyone seeking assistance with the claims process. Find a VFW Service Officer in your area. 

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, many VFW service offices remain in a telework capacity, but 

the VFW's network of service officers have the capability to continue assisting our veterans 

safely without face-to-face contact. 

 

6. MIA Update: The Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency announced no new identifications 

or burial updates for service members who have been missing and unaccounted-for. 
 

 

 
 

 

Click here to view this week’s edition. 

 

Click here for past editions of the VFW Action Corps Weekly. 

 

Click here to sign up new veterans’ advocates. 

 

As always, we want to hear your advocacy stories. To share your stories or photos with us, 

simply email them directly to vfwac@vfw.org. 
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1. Tell Congress to Stand Up for Vietnam Veterans: Right now, congressional conference 

committee members are deciding which provisions will remain in the final version of S. 4049, 

the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2021 (NDAA). Senate Amendment 1972 

to this bill would provide the life-saving care and benefits needed for Vietnam veterans suffering 

from bladder cancer, hypothyroidism, and parkinsonism. Take action today to urge your senators 

and representatives to ensure Senate Amendment 1972 remains in the final version of 

the NDAA. Hold Congress accountable to do the right thing for our Vietnam veterans!  
 

2. VA Cost-of-Living Adjustment for 2021: Veterans receiving government benefits will see a 

cost of living increase take effect on Dec. 1, 2020, and will be reflected in the Dec. 31, 2020 

payment. This is equal to the increase granted for Social Security benefits, which will be 1.3% 

for 2021. The increase will be for wartime disability compensation, compensation for 

dependents, clothing allowance, and dependency and indemnity compensation to surviving 

spouses and children.  

 

3. TRICARE Open Season: TRICARE Open Season is currently open through Dec. 14, 2020. 

This is the time when beneficiaries can enroll in or change their health care coverage. Any 

changes will go into effect on Jan. 1, 2021. This year it is important to note that TRICARE 

Select Group A retirees will be required to pay an enrollment fee beginning on Jan. 1, 2021. 

Beneficiaries must set up an allotment with their regional contractors for the enrollment fee to 

begin on Jan. 1, 2021. Individuals who do not set up their allotment by the deadline will be 

unenrolled due to nonpayment. Learn more.  

 

4. November is National Family Caregivers Month: Resources for caregivers have 

significantly increased since the passing of the VFW-supported VA Mission Act of 2018.  In 

October of this year, the application process for caregivers of veterans injured in the line of duty 

on or before May 7, 1975, opened eligibility for the Program of Comprehensive Assistance for 

Family Caregivers. The VA Caregiver Support Program offers a collection of tools and 

information for both the caregivers and the veterans they serve. Additionally, Building Better 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/4049
https://votervoice.net/VFW/Campaigns/78208/Respond
https://www.tricare.mil/openseason
https://tricare.mil/Plans/Enroll/Select/EnrollmentFees
https://www.caregiver.va.gov/index.asp
https://www.caregiver.va.gov/index.asp
https://www.caregiver.va.gov/Tips_Tools.asp
https://signup.buildingbettercaregivers.org/enroll/


Caregivers provides an online workshop with self-paced lessons and a connection with the 

caregiver community.   

 

5. Army Settles Court Case on Bad Conduct Discharges: On Wednesday, the U.S. Army 

announced that it had reached a nationwide settlement in a case brought by veterans who 

received other-than-honorable discharges. As part of the settlement, the Army agrees to review 

decisions of the Army Discharge Review Board (ADRB) issued on or after Oct. 7, 2001, for 

certain veterans with mental health conditions, including PTSD and TBI. The Army will 

automatically reconsider all eligible ADRB decisions issued on or after April 17, 2011. Veterans 

who received a decision issued by the ADRB between Oct. 7, 2001 until April 16, 2011, will be 

permitted to file for reconsideration. Learn how to apply for a discharge upgrade.  

 

6. Blood Donation Need Still Critical: This holiday season, the Red Cross strongly urges 

healthy, eligible individuals who are feeling well to give blood, platelets, or plasma to help 

maintain a sufficient supply for those battling COVID-19, cancers, other infections, or trauma 

victims. Those who donate between Nov. 25-28, 2020, will receive an exclusive long-sleeved 

Red Cross T-shirt. Please schedule an appointment by using the Red Cross Blood Donor app, 

visiting RedCrossBlood.org, or calling 1.800.RED.CROSS (1.800.733.2767).   
 

7. MIA Update: The Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency announced no new identifications 

or burial updates for service members who have been missing and unaccounted-for. 
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Click here for past editions of the VFW Action Corps Weekly. 

 

Click here to sign up new veterans’ advocates. 

 

As always, we want to hear your advocacy stories. To share your stories or photos with us, 

simply email them directly to vfwac@vfw.org. 
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