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This month’s Listserv includes the change in VA leadership, Georgetown University’s research 
initiative on veterans’ care in the community, death of the sculptor of the Korean War 
Memorial military statues, recovery of the USS Lexington and a blind veteran putting his injury 
in perspective.  
 
SecVA 
The major news for veterans this last month was (and is) the drama surrounding the VA. 
Secretary David Shulkin, who became VA Secretary on Jan 11, 2017 after a stint as 
Undersecretary in the Obama administration, was fired by the President on March 28. He is a 
physician who previously had considerable experience running healthcare systems in the 
Northeast U.S. He had been confirmed by the Senate unanimously and was generally well 
regarded by Congress and veterans’ organizations. 
 
For some months there had been trouble at the VA. Dr. Shulkin was strongly criticized by the VA 
Office of Inspector General. for improprieties on a trip to Wimbleton and Copenhagen with his 
spouse. Dr. Shulkin responded that the trip was approved, did not include excessive personal 
time and, in any event, he returned the money.  
 
A probably greater issue, was Dr. Shulkin’s approach to the Veterans Choice Program. Under 
this program, veterans enrolled in the VA can receive reimbursed healthcare outside the VA in 
certain circumstances. The program has been in effect since the wait list scandals of 2014 and 
now about one third of appointments for VA-enrolled veterans are outside the VA. The 
disagreements about “choice” centers around the degree of choice allowed VA enrollees. With 
unfettered choice, the VA enrollees may choose to get reimbursed medical care in or outside 
the VA or as they wish. With more restrictive choice the VA controls the movement and acts as 
the steward for care no matter where it is rendered. Dr. Shulkin favors a narrower choice 
program while several VA Presidential appointees favor the other, feeling this is the only way to 
substantially improve healthcare for veterans.  
 
The dispute temperature within the VA rose to the point where some of the appointees were 
openly asking for Dr. Shulkin to be fired. In the background is the thinking that wider choice will 
ultimately lead to privatization of all or a good part of VA services. Also, in the background is a 
Concerned Veterans for America plan that advocates preserving the VA as a payor for 
healthcare but would create a Veterans Accountable Care Organization as a non-profit 
government organization to encompass VA brick-and-mortar facilities 
 
During his tenure, Dr. Shulkin’s accomplishments included enactment of a new G.I. Bill, 
improved appeals process for disability benefits, improved appointment wait times and 
legislation to enable accountability of senior employees. A bold decision to convert the VA’s 
aging Electronic Health Record to the commercially available Cerner system was a step forward 

https://www.politico.com/story/2018/03/29/david-shulkin-responds-firing-491272
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2018/03/29/597866101/fired-va-secretary-says-white-house-muzzled-him
https://www.wsj.com/articles/a-trump-choice-for-veterans-1522450915
https://cv4a.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Fixing-Veterans-Healthcare.pdf
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but the expense has been open to question. Dr. Shulkin’s defense of his tenure appeared in a 
New York Times op-ed – he has considered himself a bulwark against VA  privatization. 
 
Pres. Trump picked Robert Wilkie to be the Acting Secretary of Veterans Affairs. He was 
previously the Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness and a former USNR 
intelligence officer. Still in the mix of discussion is the fact that Dr. Shulkin was fired and did not 
resign. In this situation, technical legal reasons may put the interim Sec.’s decisions open to 
challenge.  
 
Rear Adm. Ronnie Jackson, physician to three Presidents, will be the nominee for permanent 
Secretary. Dr. Jackson is an Emergency Medicine physician with battlefield experience in Iraq. In 
fact, Dr. Shulkin’s had previously  recommended him to be Undersecretary and said he has 
comfort with the appointment.  In the upcoming Senate Hearings on Dr. Jackson’s nomination, 
major questions will involve his views on choice and VA privatization.  
 
What Georgetown is Doing 
Working closely with MedStar Health, the Washington VAMC and Oak Ridge National 
Laboratories, we at Georgetown are in the first phases of an initiative to study and improve 
care of veterans in the community. This research is made possible by a unique ability that we 
will have acquired to identify veterans who have received care within the MedStar system, 
information not previously available because physicians do not generally ask if their patients 
are veterans.  The plans include research on Electronic Health Record databases, design of 
preventive measures and treatments for veterans, better understanding of veterans’ conditions 
and culture by healthcare workers, courses and electives for students and symposia.  
 
Sculptor of Korean War Veterans Memorial Dies 
Frank Gaylord, who sculpted the Korean War Veterans Memorial died on March 21 at age 93. 
Gaylord was a World War II Army paratrooper and Bronze Medal recipient who wanted to 
“confront visitors with the reality of actual war”. He used the memory of faces of servicemen he 
knew as models and took 2 years to design the memorial’s 19 statues of service men. Over 
33,000 members of the US Armed Forces lost their lives during the 3 years of the Korean War 
(1950-1953).  Dedicated in 1995 by Presidents Bill Clinton and Kim Young-sam of South Korea, 
in addition to the 19 servicemen in ponchos, the memorial includes a mural wall of Korean War 
photographs, a Pool of Remembrance and the United Nations Wall embossed with markers of 
the 22 nations that contributed troops. The Korean War Memorial may be less visited than 
other sites, but the statues are striking 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.healthcareitnews.com/news/shulkin-out-whats-next-vas-ehr-modernization
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/03/28/opinion/shulkin-veterans-affairs-privatization.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2018/04/01/shulkin-says-he-did-not-leave-office-willingly-setting-up-fight-over-his-successor/?utm_term=.38a27e94edf4
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/ct-veterans-affairs-pick-ronny-jackson-20180328-story.html
https://apnews.com/56f853c68e574f7fa4bbb9ab1d924050/White-House-goes-on-attack-over-Shulkin's-claim-he-was-fired?utm_campaign=KHN%3A%20Daily%20Health%20Policy%20Report&utm_source=hs_email&utm_medium=email&utm_content=61784755&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-8t0yOrUGTx67MFqFiCUyrhj_SfxqYCdseouJMpwKjLYbwdDyqJRoBQAZZrO9KWnTW8xoKVwkcvsV0OOXgttBUTUG0TXw&_hsmi=61784755
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/frank-gaylord-who-sculpted-korean-war-veterans-memorial-dies-at-93/2018/03/29/c63e255c-336b-11e8-8abc-22a366b72f2d_story.html?utm_term=.a2ef5527b6f9
https://web.archive.org/web/20120114121831/http:/www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=45275
http://www.koreanwarvetsmemorial.org/the-memorial/
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From the Washington Post, a tourist observes the hooded serviceman in the Korean War 
Memorial. The ponchos emphasize the role of adverse weather conditions in the War. 
 
 
 
USS Lexington Sunk in World War II Was Found 
Early in March, the aircraft carrier USS Lexington, which was sunk in the Battle of the Coral Sea 
in May 1942 was recovered by a team led by billionaire Microsoft cofounder Paul Allen. It was 
1.8 miles deep in the water and had been crippled with bombs and torpedoes causing loss of 
216 crew. Another 2,735 crew were rescued by the USS Phelps which also sunk the warship to 
the bottom to avoid it being captured by the Japanese. Mr. Allen has taken advantage of rapidly 
advancing underwater drone technology to recover this ship as he previously recovered the 
heavy cruiser USS Indianapolis and the destroyer USS Ward. His team also recovered the bell 
from the British warship HMS Hood which was sunk by the German battleship Bismarck. 
 
 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/frank-gaylord-who-sculpted-korean-war-veterans-memorial-dies-at-93/2018/03/29/c63e255c-336b-11e8-8abc-22a366b72f2d_story.html?utm_term=.106896af42a4
https://www.wsj.com/articles/sunken-u-s-world-war-ii-aircraft-carrier-found-off-australian-coast-1520306342
https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2018/03/05/expedition-led-by-microsoft-co-founder-locates-lost-wwii-carrier/


 4 

 
Cannon from the USS Lexington  
 
 
How to Really See a Blind Person 
Brad Snyder, an explosive ordnance disposal officer who lost his sight by stepping on an IED in 
Afghanistan, tells the story about how he put his injury into perspective.  For one, he achieved a 
gold medal in swimming at the Paralympics on the first anniversary of his loss of vision. He now 
teaches at the Naval Academy and here  talks about a variety of experiences and conversation 
with others who struggle. 
 
 
Joel Kupersmith, M.D. 
Director, Georgetown University Veterans Initiatives 
Professor of Medicine 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2018/03/05/expedition-led-by-microsoft-co-founder-locates-lost-wwii-carrier/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/28/opinion/blind-sight-seeing.html?rref=collection%2Ftimestopic%2FVeterans&action=click&contentCollection=timestopics&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=2&pgtype=collection
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/28/opinion/blind-sight-seeing.html?rref=collection%2Ftimestopic%2FVeterans&action=click&contentCollection=timestopics&region=stream&module=stream_unit&version=latest&contentPlacement=2&pgtype=collection
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Stats Section 
 
 
 
 

 
Percent Post 9/11 Veterans advising             Percent civilians advising a 
a young person to join the military                 young person to join the military      

 
 
Higher percentage of post 9/11 veterans than civilians would advise a young person to join the 
military. 
From Center for a New American Security AVF 4.0 

 

 
Percent of members of congress with previous military service has declined, though t the 
current percent is still higher than that of veterans in the population.  

https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/avf-4-0-the-future-of-the-all-volunteer-force
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From Pew Research Center compiled from other sources 

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/10/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-population/

