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Good afternoon. Chairwoman Darling, Chairman Nygren and Committee members, thank you for the opportunity to 
appear before you today. 
 
At WDVA, we exist “to serve those who have served.” It is the guiding principle for everything we do. 
 
The WDVA budget totals about $284 million for the biennium. Nearly $226 million goes towards caring for Veterans at 
our Wisconsin Veterans Homes.  The rest goes towards other Veterans programming such as: 

 Assistance to Needy Veterans; 

 Job retraining grants; 

 Education grants; 

 Assistance for homeless Veterans; 

 Providing funeral honors and operating our Veterans cemeteries; and 

 The Wisconsin Veterans Museum, among others.  
 
Wisconsin continues to be a leader among states in supporting its Veterans. 
 
Historically, the programs I just mentioned have been funded by revenues generated by loan repayments, federal grants 
and interest earnings. Income from those sources has been declining in recent years. In order to pay for these critical 
programs, recently we supplemented this income with a combination of GPR and revenue from the Homes – 
transferring about $21 million from the Homes into statewide Veterans programming.   
 
I want you to know that I am committed to not only using our budget dollars wisely, but also ensuring that all Veterans 
and their families have access to the critical programs, benefits and services they have earned. 
 
The Governor’s budget proposal maintains our essential programs and services, but also provides needed increases in 
three areas where we need it most:  

 In our Veterans Homes; 

 In our mental health services; and 

 In our support of our local partners.   
 
Let’s start with our local services. It is clear to me that we, the state, can do a better job of supporting the delivery of 
benefits and services through the statewide network of the 72 County Veteran Service Officers and 11 Tribal Veteran 
Service Officers. 
 
Governor Walker’s budget implements a fixed, block grant model for the distribution of the annual CVSO grant, 
streamlining what had been a restrictive reimbursement program. It also creates a CVSO liaison position that will be my 
direct link to these individuals who are a critical part of serving Veterans at the local level. 
  
 



201 West Washington Avenue | Madison, Wisconsin 53707 

1-800-WIS-VETS | WisVets@dva.wisconsin.gov | WisVets.com 

 

We also want be a good partner with the service organizations - like the American Legion, VFW, Military Order of the 
Purple Heart, and Disabled American Veterans – who play an important role in the claims process, as well as in the 
transportation of Veterans to essential medical appointments.  
 
In FY ’15, nearly 44,000 Wisconsin disability and pension claims were completed. WDVA claims staff represented 
Veterans in about half of those. The rest were represented by the VSOs I just mentioned. It is truly a team effort. These 
federal claims brought $413 million in economic benefit to our Veterans and Wisconsin. 
 
Two weeks ago, I was at the DAV in DePere. They told me that last year alone they transported over 42,000 Veterans 
nearly one million miles, all with volunteers. That’s impressive.  
 
This is why the Governor is requesting an increase of $140,000 each year of the biennium for grants to VSOs for claims 
assistance and transportation - $60,000 in each year to improve claims services and $80,000 in each year for 
transportation aids. 
 
We must address mental health issues for Veterans in this state.  
  
It is estimated that 20 Veterans in this country commit suicide daily – 7,300 annually. In Wisconsin, about 134 Veterans 
take their own life each year – or one about every three to four days. Veterans are twice as likely to die from accidental 
opioid overdoses as non-Veterans. About one in five Veterans who served in either Iraq or Afghanistan suffer from post-
traumatic stress or depression.  
 
The challenge is that we don’t have contact with many of these individuals through the WDVA or even through the 
federal VA. And while the federal VA is responsible for the direct delivery of mental health care to Veterans, we must do 
our part where we can. To that end, the Governor’s budget gives us some important tools to work with.   
 
First, he includes an increase of $25,000 in each year – from 50 to 75 thousand - to the grant to Camp American Legion 
where Veterans, active duty members and their families can go for rest and relaxation, recuperation and rehabilitation 
services. The Camp is able to assist Veterans with conditions such as Post Traumatic Stress, Traumatic Brain Injuries, and 
Combat Operational Stress. 
 
The Governor’s budget provides $20,000 to assess the unique needs of Wisconsin’s 38,000 women Veterans. We know 
that homelessness among women Veterans is on the rise in this country. We also know mental health care for women 
with PTSD or who are victims of Military Sexual Trauma is critical. This funding will help us to pinpoint the needs of our 
female Veterans and then focus on meeting those needs. 
 
This budget also invests $60,000 in each year for a mental health pilot program in Racine and Kenosha counties. This 
pilot would establish a Veterans Crisis Liaison that would work with the existing 24/7 Crisis Units in those counties to 
identify Veterans, provide that Veteran on-going support and case-management and help them navigate the path to the 
most appropriate and effective care.  
 
If successful, this program could be a model for statewide implementation, dovetailing with our current effort in 49 rural 
counties to provide homeless Veterans with housing and connect them with mental health and substance abuse 
treatment, as well as other wrap around services. 
 
Finally, the Governor’s budget invests in our Wisconsin Veterans Homes so that we can continue to provide high quality 
care for our members.  
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We oversee six licensed skilled nursing facilities – one at Chippewa Falls, one at Union Grove and four separately 
licensed facilities at King. We also operate an assisted living facility at Union Grove. All three locations far exceed both 
state and national averages for quality of care. Taking care of Veterans in these homes is a tremendous responsibility 
and one of which we are honored to provide. 
 
King has been the focus of much public attention lately. So on my very first day as Secretary, I went to King to meet with 
staff and get a first-hand look at the facilities and operations. I was very impressed by the professionalism and 
knowledge of the staff and the deep commitment they have to providing the best possible care. 
 
We are proud that these Veterans have chosen to live with us and we strive to provide them with the highest level of 
care. We will continue to achieve excellence in this area. 
 
The Governor’s budget requests increased spending authority of $1.36 million in each year of the biennium to provide 
additional services and therapy through Medicare Parts A and B, as well as for an update of our electronic health records 
and resident security systems.  In addition, he recommends an increase in funding for direct care staffing and the re-
allocation of 7.3 FTE from our central office staff to King.    
 
I’d like to mention one last item about our Homes. The Legislative Audit Bureau has been looking at the operation of the 
King Home for several months now – and I look forward to their report. We take very seriously any issues that might 
arise in our facilities.  
This audit, just like each of the surveys or inspections we receive, is an opportunity to improve our service to Veterans.  
 
This budget demonstrates our continued commitment to Wisconsin Veterans. I will work hard to ensure that Wisconsin 
remains a leader among states in caring for Veterans by effectively posturing ourselves for the future. 
 
Finally, let me close by saying I am honored and humbled to serve along with the countless number of dedicated and 
caring people who do their best to serve Wisconsin Veterans and their families.  Governor Walker’s budget provides us 
with the tools we need to get it done.   
 
Thank you. 
 


