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Veterans Studies Interest Group Listserv 

Issue #58 September/October 2022  
 
The Veteran’s Creed 
1. I am an American Veteran  
2. I proudly served my country 
3. I live the values I learned in the military 
4. I continue to serve my community, my country and my fellow veterans 
5. I maintain my physical and mental discipline 
6. I continue to lead and improve 
7. I make a difference 
8. I honor and remember my fallen comrades 
 
 
This issue of the listserv includes an excerpt on veterans’ benefits from our book 
Supporting Veterans After 50 Years of the All-Volunteer Force and 20 
Years of War: Ideas Moving Forward; 2022 VA National Suicide Prevention 
Annual Report; Abortions in the VA; Problems With the New VA Electronic Health 
Record; Burn Pit Legislation; Last WW2 Medal of Honor Winner Dies 
  

 
The book Supporting Veterans After 50 Years of the All-Volunteer Force and 
20 Years of War: Ideas Moving Forward, Amazon Kindle, by Joel 
Kupersmith, M.D. and GEN. George W. Casey, Jr. (Ret) was published on June 22, 
2022, as a Kindle eBook and in soft- and hard- cover versions. It is available on the 
Kindle website here  
 
Excerpt from the book: 
Evolution of U.S. Veterans Benefits 

https://www.amazon.com/Supporting-Veterans-After-Years-All-Volunteer-ebook/dp/B0B4PX7QK3/ref=mp_s_a_1_1?crid=22WJDNSRY8N75&keywords=joel+kupersmith+force+force&qid=1655984022&s=digital-text&sprefix=joel+kupersmith+force+force%2Caps%2C47&sr=1-1
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The first purpose of the veterans’ benefits system was compensation for service-related 
injury. To achieve this end, the U.S. Congress passed a number of laws during and after 
the Revolutionary War, including Revolutionary War Pension Act of 1818 specifying the 
rates of compensation and the process for applying for relief. 
 
Over the years since then veterans’ benefits have been molded within the framework of 
the complexity and the politics of government. The primary purpose of benefits is to 
help veterans, but they also have political value. Among the reasons the country gives 
benefits to veterans are to compensate for disability, restore function, enable 
employment, pay veterans back for their service and enhance the ability to recruit for 
the AVF. The country also wants to avoid the image of homeless veterans begging in the 
streets, an image that has been with us since the early 1800s. 
 
The political will to do these things has fluctuated and so have the benefits themselves. 
The proportion of veteran voters and other factors in the aftermath of war play a role in 
furthering legislation for veterans’ benefits. During the Civil War, in which over 2 
million men fought for the Union side, substantial benefits were granted to veterans. 
The General Pension Law of 1862  awarded compensation to veterans who suffered not 
only battle injuries but also service-related diseases and illnesses.  
 
An example of the merging of political and altruistic sentiments was the awarding of 
land or bonus payments prior to and after the Civil War. Veterans received preferential 
treatment in acquiring land benefits, the intent of which was to help them conserve cash 
and to encourage settlement out West (many veterans did move out west but many also 
sold the land they received furthering the migration of civilians). 
 
Decades after the conflict, when a large proportion of U.S. voters were veterans, 
Congress passed a law that made any Union veteran incapable of performing manual 
labor eligible for a pension. The number of veterans on the pension roles skyrocketed, 
and costs rose to 37% of the federal budget in 1894. An 1898 report revealed that 
pensions granted for diseases (most commonly chronic diarrhea and rheumatism) were 
greater than those for war wounds. The pension law and the reliance on tariffs to fund 
the payments became a contentious political issue during the presidential elections of 
the late 19th century. 
 
After the expansive benefits for Civil War veterans, politicians during and after World 
War I looked to new programs such as vocational rehabilitation and insurance as an 
alternative to a costly, treasury-draining pension system. At one point, during the height 
of the Great Depression, President Roosevelt attempted to cut veterans benefits to pay 
for the New Deal, leading to another political battle that veterans groups won.  
 
After World War II, there was significant support for more generous benefits and a 
major new social concept was introduced in the 1944 GI Bill.  One of the goals of 
benefits at that time was to avoid a post-war depression by easing the return of more 
than 15 million veterans into the economy. Benefits after the Vietnam War failed to keep 
up with costs again, one of the many sources of resentment among veterans of that era.  
 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3123809
https://www.americanrevolutioninstitute.org/joseph-winter-lone-wanderer/
https://web.archive.org/web/20210509015252/https:/www.loc.gov/law/help/statutes-at-large/37th-congress/session-2/c37s2ch166.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Veterans-Politics-Story-G-R/dp/B000X6GNOI
https://potus-geeks.livejournal.com/1011625.html
https://www.collectionbooks.net/pdf/annual-report-of-the-commissioner-of-pensions-to-the-secretary-of-the-interior
https://blogs.va.gov/VAntage/73270/world-war-created-millions-conscripted-veterans-improved-benefits/#:~:text=New%20benefits&text=Additional%20legislation%20provided%20Veterans%20a,hearing%2C%20and%20other%20permanent%20disabilities.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/236820259_The_New_Deal_for_Veterans_The_Economy_Act_the_Veterans_of_Foreign_Wars_and_the_Origins_of_New_Deal_Dissent
https://www.amazon.com/Preparing-Ulysses-Politics-Veterans-Contemporary/dp/0231032226
https://www.va.gov/opa/publications/archives/docs/history_in_brief.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Vietnam-Veterans-Since-War-Politics/dp/0806135972
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Since World War II, attitudes toward veterans’ benefits have changed. According to a 
1947 Roper poll,89 53% of the public thought veterans benefits to be adequate and 32% 
not adequate, while in 2012 the numbers essentially reversed – 58% less than adequate 
and 23% adequate. In 2013, 53% of the public thought that spending on veterans should 
be increased, 38% kept the same and 6% decreased.89 
 
2022 VA National Suicide Prevention Annual Report  
Suicide is the 13th leading cause of death in veterans overall and the second leading 
cause of death among veterans under age 45., Its death rate for veterans is higher than 
COVID for example.  The 2022 VA National Suicide Prevention Annual Report is out 
with some encouraging results (though it has been disputed – see below). Data in the 
report are from 2020 and perhaps surprisingly in view of the collateral impacts of the 
COVID pandemic, there were fewer veteran suicide deaths. The number was 6,146 and 
343 fewer than in 2019. The 2020 unadjusted rate of suicide was 31.7/100,000 
(121.0/day) representing a 4.8% decline from 2019 for veterans (3.6% for non-veteran 
US adults). Peak suicide year for veterans since 2000 was in 2018 and the rate has fallen 
since. 
 

 
Age and sex-adjusted suicide rates among veterans and non-veterans 2001-2020. From 2022 
National Veteran Suicide Prevention Annual Report. 

 
There were substantial differences between men and women (see graph below). In men, 
the age-adjusted suicide rate dropped by 0.7% and in women by 14.1% (nonveterans 
2.1% and 8.4% respectively) As in previous studies the suicide rate for VHA users was 
higher than for other veterans - in fact 43.4% higher in 2020. By far the most common 
vehicle for suicide was firearms for both men (72.1%) and women (48.2%). 
 

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/a-heros-welcome-the-ameri_b_6121898
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/a-heros-welcome-the-ameri_b_6121898
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
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Suicide rate among male and female veterans. From National Veteran Suicide Prevention  Annual 
Report 2022 

 
A problem for VA in addressing suicide is the fact that most veterans who commit 
suicide do not have recent VHA encounters and are therefore not reachable by the VA. 
In 2020, 39.7% of veterans committing suicide had a VHA encounter in the previous 
year.  
 
Because of this and because the problem of suicide is so complex, there has been a 
“whole- government” approach to suicide as well as collaboration with the community 
on a number of efforts. These are well described in the report. 
 
On the other hand, another and rather disturbing report comes from the American 
Warrior Partnership which is a nonprofit organization working to end veteran suicide. 
In a joint study with the University of Alabama and Duke University, researchers 
reviewing death figures from 2014 to 2018 in 8 states (which are the only ones to 
provide reliable data according to the report) found that the suicide rate could be more 
than double the number in the VA report. The study determined that the states had 
undercounted veteran suicides skewing the VA report.  In light of this new and 
disturbing testimony, we will surely see deeper examination of suicide in veterans. In 
any case, the veterans suicide rate is too high. 
 
Abortions in the VA 
In a historic shift, VA will provide abortions in cases of rape and incest (by self-
reporting) and threats to the health of the pregnant veteran. It will also provide abortion 
counseling. VA will do this whether the states do or do not have a ban on abortion. 
There are about 2 million female veterans in the U.S., one-fourth of them enrolled in the 
VA which, in turn, serves 300,000 women of childbearing age. One issue in this new 
program is bringing on doctors who can perform the procedure and it may be that at 
first series of VA abortions will be performed under the Veterans Community Care 
Program. 
 
This decision is considered controversial with opinions voiced on both sides. The rule is 
similar to that in the Department of Defense where abortion cases average fewer than 
two dozen per year. 
 
Problems With the New VA Electronic Health Record  
VA has been working on a new electronic health record system to replace its own 
internally designed EHR (VA had  been a pioneer in system wide EHRs) with a Cerner 
system. There are 5 test sites now, the first of which was the Mann-Grandstaff VA 
Medical Center. Unfortunately, a number of problems have arisen. These included 
unauthorized and inaccurate medication orders, patient name and gender errors, 
scheduling problems in primary care, misdirected links to video medical appointments 
and last referrals. The Oracle company has bought Cerner and is now negotiating with 
VA and there has been progress in completing a number of projects. 
 

https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/docs/data-sheets/2022/2022-National-Veteran-Suicide-Prevention-Annual-Report-FINAL-508.pdf
https://e55c5558-502f-457d-8a07-a49806f5ff14.usrfiles.com/ugd/e55c55_086099607d8649aa8b5227f106f24865.pdf
https://e55c5558-502f-457d-8a07-a49806f5ff14.usrfiles.com/ugd/e55c55_086099607d8649aa8b5227f106f24865.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/09/02/va-abortion-policy/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2022/09/02/va-abortion-policy/
https://www.stripes.com/veterans/2022-09-21/veterans-affairs-electronic-records-7420137.html
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Costs also have been questioned. In congressional testimony, Paul Brubaker, Acting 
Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary and Deputy Chief Information Officer at VA’s 
Office of Information Technology, gave an estimate for the new system of $39 billion in 
13 years including more than $17 billion to sustain the system. 
 
Burn Pit Legislation  
On August 8, the President signed the PACT Act into law providing benefits for Burn 
Pits and other exposures, it is the largest expansion of Veterans benefits since the Agent 
Orange Act of 1991 and had passed the Senate with a bipartisan vote of 86 to 11. 
Essentially the bill presumes that any military person in a combat zone could have been 
exposed to toxic substances allowing a projected $280 billion to be spent in the next 10 
years for VA care. Respiratory diseases and cancer in veterans will probably be the most 
usual conditions to be reimbursed. 
 
Burn pits were a common method to eliminate waste and contained all sorts of 
substances including lithium ion, batteries, solvents, and human waste material. Jet fuel 
was used to ignite the pits and some of them were larger than a football field. One pit at 
Balad Air Force Base, Iraq which burned for years, for a  while incinerated 147 tons of 
waste/day (see Listserv #46 here). Beau Biden, who served in the military, died of brain 
cancer in 2015 and his father, President Biden, believes that his death was due to his 
work on burn pits in Iraq. The new law is expected to help about 3.5 million exposed 
veterans. 
 
Besides reimbursement, the  PACT Act  provides for 31 new VA health care clinics, 
training and education related to toxic exposure and toxic exposure screening. It also 
adds more presumptive conditions for Agent Orange and radiation exposure. Former 
VA Secretary David Shulkin and comedian Jon Stewart were prominent advocates for 
the legislation. 
 
Last WW2 Medal of Honor Winner Dies 
The last Medal of Honor winner from World War II, Herschel “Woody” Williams, died 
on June 29. Williams, who served on Iwo Jima, was one of 473 men to receive the 
Congressional Medal of Honor in World War II.  He destroyed 7 Japanese pillboxes with 
a flamethrower as the flag was raised over Mount Suribachi. Williams had been active in 
veterans’ advocacy over the years and received a state funeral. About 300,000 World 
War II veterans are alive now out of almost 16 million who served. 
 
Joel Kupersmith, M.D. 
Professor of Medicine 
 
The Listserv is available as an archive on the Georgetown University Library website 
under the title “Veterans Interest Newsletters. It now resumes after the summer  on a 
bimonthly schedule. 
 

Stats Section 
Total VA Expenditures and Veteran Population 2009-2018 
 

https://www.va.gov/resources/the-pact-act-and-your-va-benefits/#whats-the-pact-act-and-how-wil
Burn%20Pit%20legislation%20%20https:/www.nytimes.com/2022/08/02/us/politics/senate-burn-pits-veterans.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/02/us/politics/senate-burn-pits-veterans.html
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1060511/VeteransInterestNewsletterListserv_Issue46.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.axios.com/2022/08/10/biden-signs-pact-act
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2022/08/10/inflation-report-trump-testify-pact-act-5-things-know-wednesday/10262854002/
https://www.va.gov/resources/the-pact-act-and-your-va-benefits/
https://www.graydc.com/2022/07/14/last-wwii-medal-honor-recipient-lies-honor-us-capitol/
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/handle/10822/1050313
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Total VA expenditures compared to U.S. veteran population. Expenditures include Compensation 
and Pension, Education and Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment; Insurance and 
Indemnities; Construction and Related Costs; General Operating Expenses and Related Costs; Loan 

Guarantee; and Medical Expenditures. From VA. 

https://www.va.gov/vetdata/docs/GDX/GDX_Infographic.pdf

