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Vets' disability pay is widely disparate AP Associated Press

By HOPE YEN, Associated Press Writer
Thu Jul 19, 3:07 AM ET

WASHINGTON - Injured veterans could be shortchanged in their government disability pay
depending on where they live because of wide disparities from state to state, an internal study

concludes.
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Among the findings:

_PTSD claims generate among the highest disability pay, averaging $20,000 each year to more
than 200,000 veterans. While VA staff expected PTSD claims would be more subjective from
state to state, their ratings were actually more stable compared with other injuries and ilinesses,
such as cardiovascular problems.

_Veterans who receive legal help or aid from advocacy groups receive on average $11,162,
compared with $4,728 for those who go it alone. Currently about two-thirds of veterans get such
advocacy help; the highest representation is in North Dakota (81.9 percent), while the lowest is
in Maryland (44.8 percent).

_Vietnam veterans received annual awards of $11,670, compared with $7,410 for those who
fought in other wars. The lowest pay was given to Gulf War veterans — $6,506.

The report comes as the Bush administration races to improve its veterans care system
following disclosures earlier this year of shoddy outpatient treatment at the Pentagon-run Walter
Reed Army Medical Center.

On Tuesday, VA Secretary Jim Nicholson unexpectedly announced he would step down by Oct.
1 to return to the private sector, leaving the helm of the VA's vast network of 1,400 hospitals and
clinics that provide supplementary care to 5.8 million veterans.

Both Congress and a presidential commission are considering sweeping measures that could
shift more responsibility for rating a veterans' disability from the Pentagon to the VA — a move
that some veterans advocates say could further strain an already backlogged VA system.

In interviews, Patrick Dunne, VA's assistant secretary for policy, planning and preparedness,
and Ronald Aument, the VA's deputy undersecretary for benefits, said they welcomed the
findings and would take additional measures to improve training and oversight.

Beside hiring hundreds of additional staff, the VA is beginning to collect more data on the types

of claims rejected, standardizing procedures from office to office and improving collaboration with
its medical personnel to ensure claims processors have enough information to make a decision

based on objective criteria, Aument said.

The agency also is doubling the size of its quality assurance program — currently 15 people —
to review data and audit pay outcomes on a regular basis.

A separate review of the VA system for handling disability claims is also under way to determine
how to cut through bureaucratic delays, confusing paperwork and long appeals processes as
thousands of veterans return home from Iraq and Afghanistan.

"If we work on accuracy, consistency will in turn follow," Aument said.

On the Net:

Department of Veterans Affairs: http://www.va.gov/
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