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Shinseki resigns, but will that improve things at VA hospitals?

By Tom Cohen and Scott Bronstein, CNN
Washington (CNN) -- The boss resigned under pressure and other Veterans Affairs managers are likely on the way out. Now the challenge is to solve the problem by providing timely health care for hundreds -- perhaps thousands -- of waiting veterans around the country.

Even Eric Shinseki knew he had to go, President Barack Obama said Friday in announcing the resignation of his only Veterans Affairs secretary over a growing scandal involving sometimes deadly waits for care at VA hospitals.
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Obama: Shinseki is a 'very good man' 

Obama went before reporters months after CNN broke the story about the latest problems at the VA and minutes after meeting Shinseki at the White House.

The President said the retired Army general told him "the VA needs new leadership" to address widespread issues that were chronicled in new reports this week, adding that Shinseki "does not want to be a distraction."

"That was Ric's judgment on behalf of his fellow veterans, and I agree. We don't have time for distractions. We need to fix the problem," Obama said.

Calls for Shinseki's resignation snowballed in recent days from across the political spectrum -- Republicans and Democrats, as well as veterans' advocacy groups -- because of the alleged misconduct that gained prominence after CNN began reporting problems at VA facilities in November.
In a farewell message to VA employees, Shinseki didn't address the scandal specifically but did say he resigned with veterans' interests in mind.

"My personal and professional commitment and my loyalty to veterans, their families and our survivors was the driving force behind that decision," he said. "That loyalty has never wavered, and it will never wane."

Shinseki says 'situation can be fixed,' but not by him
Earlier Friday, Shinseki announced steps to address the VA shortcomings, including removing senior leaders in the Phoenix VA medical system, eliminating performance awards for VA leaders in 2014 and wait times as a metric for evaluations and accelerating care to veterans.

He also apologized to veterans and Congress, but declared: "This situation can be fixed."

But Shinseki won't be part of the solution.

He went to the White House to present Obama with findings from his internal audit of what was happening in the VA system, including that many audited facilities had "questionable scheduling practices" that signaled a "systemic lack of integrity."

Read the VA audit report
The President acknowledged that scheduling issues didn't rise to the attention of Shinseki, whom he praised as a man who "has served his country with honor for nearly 50 years."

At the same time, Obama said that he and Shinseki agreed that a shift in leadership was necessary.

For now, Sloan Gibson -- a Shinseki deputy -- will head the VA until a new secretary is named and confirmed.

"Part of that is going to be technology. Part of that is management," the President said. "But as Ric Shinseki himself indicated, there is a need for a change in culture within the VHA, and perhaps the VHA as a whole -- or the VA as a whole that makes sure that bad news gets surfaced quickly so that things can be fixed."

Read Obama's statement
Breaking open the scandal
Secret VA waits lists alleged in Phoenix
Problems in the VA system date back decades, but CNN's reporting of long waits at VA hospitals brought the issue into national focus at the end of 2013.

An April report by CNN in which sources said 40 veterans died at a Phoenix VA facility that used secret waiting lists to cover up the problem prompted angry calls for action.

The VA has acknowledged 23 deaths nationwide due to delayed care.

CNN also obtained an e-mail written by an employee at a Wyoming VA clinic that said staff was instructed to "game the system" to make the clinic appear more efficient.

A preliminary inspector general's report made public Wednesday described a "systemic" practice of manipulating appointments and wait lists at the Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Phoenix.

The VA's troubled history
According to the report, at least 1,700 military veterans waiting to see a doctor were never scheduled for an appointment or were placed on a waiting list at the Phoenix VA, raising the question of just how many more may have been "forgotten or lost" in the system.

In a recent USA Today opinion piece, Shinseki ordered VA officials to contact each of these veterans "in order to bring the care they need and deserve."

The latest report by the VA inspector general's office and Shinseki's auditors indicated a link between employee bonuses and covering up patient wait times.

There also have been calls for a criminal investigation into fraudulent record-keeping to cover up delays at VA hospitals. Obama said Friday that would be up to the Justice Department, which has been collecting information but has not launched any investigation.

Shortly before he resigned, Shinseki told a veterans group that he was shocked by the inspector general's report, especially the prevalence of wait lists for veterans needing medical care.

"That breach of integrity is irresponsible, it is indefensible and unacceptable to me," he told the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans just before heading over to his final meeting with Obama.

"I said when this situation began weeks to months ago and I thought the problem was limited and isolated because I believed that. I no longer believe that. It is systemic," he said.

At the same time, the VA chief of more than five years said that others had misled him.

"I was too trusting of some, and I accepted as accurate reports that I now know to have been misleading with regard to patient wait times," he said. "I can't explain the lack of integrity among some of the leaders of our health care facilities. This is something I rarely encountered during 38 years in uniform and so I will not defend it because it's indefensible, but I can take responsibility for it and I do."

Shinseki couldn't weather firestorm
Whistleblower: VA was 'way too focused on ... good numbers'
As the accusations have mounted -- including the latest one in which Reps. Mike Doyle and Tim Murphy of Pennsylvania claimed 700 veterans had been placed on a primary care waiting list for doctor appointments at the Pittsburgh VA center, with some waiting since 2012 -- so too has the pressure on Shinseki.

Senators calling for Shinseki resignation
Politicians largely applauded Shinseki's resignation on Friday, even as they said that the VA needed to do more than put new people in his place to resolve its shortcomings.

"The denial of care to our veterans is a national disgrace, and it's fitting that the person who oversees the Department of Veterans Affairs has accepted responsibility for this growing scandal and resigned," Senate Republican leader Mitch McConnell of Kentucky said in a statement.

Meanwhile, a VA whistleblower who told CNN about the problems at the Phoenix facility said Friday he was saddened by Shinseki's resignation under such circumstances.

"The VA administrators got way too focused on having good numbers and they forgot the most important mandate, the reason we all work at the VA -- to take care of veterans, to save their lives and give them good medical care," Dr. Sam Foote said.

"The next secretary's biggest challenge will be to get that refocused and make sure the number one job is taking care of veterans - not worrying about their bureaucratic careers," Foote added.

VA pledges faster appointments
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CNN's Jason Hanna, Chelsea J. Carter, Ben Brumfield, Jim Acosta, Wolf Blitzer, Jake Tapper, Eliott C. McLaughlin, Barbara Starr and Greg Seaby contributed to this report.
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Rights group calls VA official 'scapegoat' in scandal over wait times, care

By Chelsea J. Carter, Greg Seaby and Greg Botelho, CNN

updated 7:08 PM EDT, Fri May 16, 2014

CNN) -- A top official at the Department of Veterans Affairs has resigned amid the growing scandal about wait times and care at veterans' hospitals, the department's leader said Friday.

News about the resignation of Dr. Robert Petzel, undersecretary for health in the Department of Veterans Affairs, came one day after he spoke at a Senate hearing about the issue alongside Secretary of Veterans Affairs Eric Shinseki.

In a short statement, Shinseki announced that he accepted Petzel's resignation.

"As we know from the veteran community, most veterans are satisfied with the quality of their VA health care, but we must do more to improve timely access to that care," Shinseki said. "I am committed to strengthening veterans' trust and confidence in their VA healthcare system."

Petzel was scheduled to retire sometime this year, the department said in 2013.

The news of the resignation was met with derision by a leading veterans' rights group, which said Petzel's resignation does little to address the problem.

"We don't need the VA to find a scapegoat; we need an actual plan to restore a culture of accountability throughout the VA," according to a statement released bythe Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America.

"To be clear, Dr. Petzel's resignation is not the step toward accountability that our members need to see from VA leaders. Anyone who has been following this situation knows that Dr. Petzel had already announced his retirement earlier this year."

The chairman of the House Committee on Veterans' Affairs, Republican Jeff Miller of Florida, called the resignation as "the pinnacle of disingenuous doublespeak."

But President Barack Obama supported Shinseki's decision to accept the resignation, according to a statement released by the White House.

"As the President has said, America has a sacred trust with the men and women who have served our country in uniform and he is committed to doing all we can to ensure our veterans have access to timely, quality health care," the statement said.

The White house reiterated the President's previous order that Shinseki conduct a review of the Veterans Health Administration's practices at its facilities.

Petzel's resignation came a day after he testified before the Senate's Veterans Affairs' Committee looking into reported delays at numerous VA hospitals and a long list of serious problems and allegations of falsifying wait times, many of which were exposed and reported by CNN.

For six months, CNN has been reporting on delays in medical appointments suffered by veterans across the country and veterans who died or were seriously injured while waiting for appointments and care.

The VA requires its hospitals to provide care to patients in a timely manner, typically within 14 to 30 days.

The most disturbing and striking problems emerged in Arizona last month as inside sources revealed to CNN details of a secret waiting list for veterans at the Phoenix VA. Charges were leveled that at least 40 American veterans died in Phoenix while waiting for care at the VA there, many of whom were placed on the secret list.

But even as the Phoenix VA's problems have riveted the nation's attention, numerous whistle-blowers from other VA hospitals across the country have stepped forward. They described similar delays in care for veterans and also varying schemes by officials at those facilities to hide the delays -- in some cases even falsify records or efforts to "cook the books."

The secret waiting list in Phoenix was part of an elaborate scheme designed by Veterans Affairs managers there who were trying to hide that 1,400 to 1,600 sick veterans were forced to wait months to see a doctor, according to a recently retired top VA doctor and several high-level sources who spoke exclusively to CNN.

Phoenix VA officials denied any knowledge of a secret list, and said they never ordered any staff to hide waiting times. They acknowledged some veterans may have died waiting for care there, but they said they did not have knowledge about why those veterans may have died.

The director of the Phoenix VA, Sharon Helman, was put on administrative leave by Shinseki two weeks ago, along with two of her top aides. But sources inside the VA in Phoenix tell CNN the wait times and problems are still ongoing there.

As a direct result of the allegations at the Phoenix VA, investigators from the VA's inspector general's office have gone to Phoenix and have been conducting an investigation there for months.

CNN's Tom Cohen, Chris Frates, Drew Griffin, Scott Bronstein and Nelli Black contributed to this report.
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What's Yours?

The VFW wants VA enrolled veterans to call the tollfree 1-800-VFW-1899 telephone line and tell them if your VA medical facility is properly serving you. According to VFW National Commander Bill Thien, recent allegations 

about improper care in Arizona, Colorado, Texas and elsewhere has made it difficult to separate truth from conjecture. "Veterans die every day, but veterans dying due to wrong diagnoses, unsterilized equipment or while awaiting treatment is a failure of leadership and management both in Washington and out in the field," he said. "We need to hear real life stories, good or bad, not hearsay

. Only then can we hold VA officials properly accountable for 

their actions or inactions." The toll-free number was rolled out in 1996 as the VA was transforming from primarily a hospital-based system into an integrated healthcare system that now includes 820 outpatient clinics that serve veterans closer to where they actually reside. Call 1-800-VFW-1899 to voice your VA healthcare experiences.

[Source: VFW Action Corps Weekly, May 9, 2014

o Honor Those Who Made the Ultimate Sacrifice
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

As Memorial Day approaches, whether you’re making plans to kick off summer with a weekend getaway, organizing a barbecue with friends and family or planning on perusing sales advertised in newspapers… don’t forget to take a moment to honor our brave servicemen and women who made the ultimate sacrifice to ensure our nation’s freedom. With […]
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VA News Digital: Former surgeon prefers VA medical care
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

Dr. Thomas Russell knows a thing or two about what good medical care should look like. As a flight surgeon during the Vietnam War, and later on as a surgeon and head of the American College of Surgeons, he dedicated most of his life to ensuring that people received the very best in medicine. So […]
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Housing for vets & public access top ballot – Will voters turn out?
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

Two weeks from today California voters will cast ballots that will impact housing for veterans and public access to government meetings and records. They’ll also choose the top two candidates for a handful of offices including governor, lieutenant governor, attorney general and others. The newly updated nonpartisan California Choices (www.californiachoices.org), a clearinghouse for state voter […]
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Post-9/11 Heroes to be honored on National Mall this weekend
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

For the first time, the names of the nearly 7,000 American service members who have made the ultimate sacrifice in the line of duty since the attack on 9/11 will be read on the National Mall. Americans from across the nation will join together on Saturday, May 24, 2014 to read the names of these […]
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Panel Discussion with Wounded Warriors
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

The Air Force Association’s (AFA) Wound Airman Program will host a panel discussion on June 6, 2014, featuring wounded airmen participating in the 2014 Air Force Association Cycling Classic (AFACC). The AFACC, held in partnership with Arlington Sports, Inc., is the region’s premier cycling event, held June 7-8, throughout Arlington, Va. The panel discussion will […]
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This Memorial Day Press the President Honors the Men and Women Who Died in Service to Their Country
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

This Memorial Day, Press the President, an online collaborative opinion and political blog, is asking Americans to recognize the meaning of the sacrifice displayed by men and women who served and died in the United States military. The holiday, which originally commemorated those fallen during Civil War fighting, varied from state to state, but women’s […]
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Medal of Honor recipient Kyle White’s new mission
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

Taking the first step is what’s important, according to Medal of Honor recipient and University of North Carolina at Charlotte graduate Kyle White. In an interview with VA News, the former U.S. Army sergeant talks about transitioning to school and civilian life after his time in Afghanistan, and reaching out for help with posttraumatic stress.
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Pew Applauds Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument Designation
· Posted on May 22, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Veteran News 

The Pew Charitable Trusts commended the announcement to create the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument in southern New Mexico, calling it a “spectacular natural gift” for the American people. The designation by President Barack Obama will conserve nearly a half-million acres of natural and cultural treasures in Dona Ana County, New Mexico, including the Organ […]
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Northern Alabama Chevy dealership to offer additional military discount
· Posted on May 19, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Discounts 

The month of May is Military Appreciation Month, and as a show of appreciation for the area’s many active, reserve and retired military men and women, a large number of auto manufacturers are offering discounted pricing to those who have served in the Armed Forces. One Alabama auto dealer, however, is offering an additional discount, […]
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Shoney’s Offers Free All-American Burger to All Veterans and Troops on Memorial Day
· Posted on May 19, 2014 

· by Donnie La Curan 

· in Discounts 

Shoney’s®, America’s Dinner Table since 1947, will honor America’s fallen military members this Memorial Day (Monday, May 26, 2014) by serving a free All-American Burger™ to all veterans and active duty military members. “It’s our way of remembering, honoring and saying ‘Thank You!’ to the heroes who fought for our freedom while treating our veterans […]
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