
 

 

 

 

 

 

Promises Delivered Project:  

Veterans Policy 
 

 

Introduction 

 

Alaska has one the highest numbers of veterans per capita than any other state in the nation – 

over 77,000 strong.  Many come to Alaska to serve at bases like Joint Base Elmendorf- 

Richardson, Fort Greely, Eielson Air Force Base and Fort Wainwright, and after they complete 

their service or retire, they stay in Alaska – something that communities across the state take 

great pride in. 

 

Throughout my campaign for the U.S. Senate, veterans’ issues will be one of my primary areas 

of focus.  Our government has a sacred trust responsibility to provide for those who defend our 

nation, government, way of life, and constitution each and every day.  I feel strongly about this 

issue because I am a veteran myself – a 20 year infantry and reconnaissance Marine currently in 

charge of a U.S. Marine Corps Reserve ANGLICO unit.  

 

America’s veterans have earned their benefits, through hard work, sacrifice, and sometimes the 

ultimate sacrifice.  In an era where trust in our national government has plummeted, there is no 

more important issue than keeping faith with our veterans. It is critical that we safeguard and 

respect veterans in a special manner, and as a United States Senator, I intend to do so. 

 

This is the first of what will be many policy initiatives released by my campaign, and I find it 

very appropriate to issue our first initiative on Veterans Day – focusing on how to better serve 

our veterans both in Alaska and nationwide.  We call it the “Promises Delivered Project.” 

 

Overview of the “Promises Delivered Project” 

 

This policy proposal examines and makes recommendations on a broad array of veterans-related 

issues that extend from specific initiatives dealing with the skyrocketing backlog of disability 

benefits over the past five years to much broader issues that relate to macroeconomic matters and 
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jobs in America. The bottom line of my proposal is to ensure that our veterans receive the 

benefits for which they so greatly sacrificed.   

 

There is no doubt that one of the most important issues facing our county is the need to reduce 

the trillions of dollars of deficits that have been run up by our federal government over the past 

several years.  But this should not be done on the backs of our veterans who have earned their 

benefits through hard work, sacrifice, and in many cases through physical and mental injuries 

and even death. 

 

The “Promises Delivered Project” is a five-part initiative focusing on the following key 

areas: 

 

1. Reducing and Eliminating the Huge Backlog of VA Benefits and Ensuring the Timely 

Delivery of Benefits that Veterans Have Earned.   

 

2. Securing Health Care Benefits for Veterans that are Fair, Sensible, and a Relief from 

Obamacare’s Mandates.   

 

3. Ensuring Adequate Remote Delivery of Services for Veterans Throughout Alaska.    

 

4. Re-examining the Definition of Combat and Service-Related Deaths and Injuries to 

Ensure that Veterans Who Have Served in Harm’s Way are Fairly Compensated.   

 

5. Creating Economic Opportunity to Help Our Veterans Get Good Jobs at Good Wages.    

 

The following is a more detailed description with appropriate background on this five-part policy 

initiative. 

 

1. Reducing and Eliminating the Huge Backlog of VA Benefits and Ensuring the Timely 

Delivery of Benefits that Veterans Have Earned.    

 

 Hire a senior senate staff official whose only job would be to work VA backlog issues.  

 

 Ensure that the VA fully modernizes its technology system relating to benefits and that it 

digitizes records.  For too long, this has been a system of paper benefits, which has only 

exacerbated the backlog problem.  

 

 Institute VA application reviewers who can help veterans with their applications to make 

sure that they are filled out correctly with all of the appropriate documentation before 

submitting.   
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 Institute expedited review procedures that ensure that the appeal of the denial of benefits 

does not take years. 

 

Background. One of the most outrageous things to have happened to our veterans over the past 

five years has been the skyrocketing backlog of VA benefits to our veterans.  A backlog case is 

typically defined as a benefit matter that has been pending for approximately four months or 

more.  According to an August 20, 2013, article in Stars and Stripes, this backlog of benefits at 

the VA went from approximately 150,000 when the Obama administration came into office in 

2009 to over 600,000 in March 2013.  This is more than unacceptable; it is an outrage.  This 

backlog should receive stringent and constant oversight by Congress.  The lack of leadership in 

the Obama administration, the VA, and their supporters in Congress has been on full display 

with regard to the VA backlog.  Our veterans are suffering, and this should never have happened.    

 

A recent editorial (August 22, 2013) from USA Today summed up the situation accurately:   

 

“Things got this bad because no one at the VA apparently had the wit to look at the 

numbers and plan for the enormous wave of veterans that would be coming their way . . .   

The VA often explains the delays by noting that veterans claims have become far more 

complicated, but the department has been making that same argument since at least 

1994, when it told Congress the time to resolve claims had risen because of their 

‘increasing complexity.’ . . .  The debate over this problem too often seems sterile.  

Behind the numbers are men and women with real problems, many of them severe, whose 

best hope is help from the government that sent them to war.  USA Today reporter Gregg 

Zoroya put a face on the statistics recently by focusing on Mickey D’heron, a New Jersey 

firefighter and Army Reserve vet who served in 2008 and 2009 in Iraq, resulting in PTSD 

that cost him his job and almost cost him his family while the VA kept him waiting.  

Stories like that should light a fire under the VA.  Continuing to make ailing vets wait is a 

national disgrace.”  

 

Bottom line: With leadership, focus, and relentless execution, we can fix this unacceptable 

national disgrace. 

 

2. Securing Health Care Benefits for Veterans that are Fair, Sensible, and a Relief from 

Obamacare’s Mandates.   

 

 Provide American veterans the same special treatment in terms of exemptions from 

Obamcare’s mandates that certain members of Congress and their staffs are receiving to 

ensure that our Veterans are not kicked out of their current health care programs like 

millions of Americans have been over the past month. 
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 Institute VA reforms that emphasize preventive care for our Iraq and Afghanistan 

veterans in order to take care of their health issues now and make our country more 

financially secure in the long run.  

 

Background. One of the most important benefits that active duty and reserve service members 

earn as part of their military service is health care for themselves and their families.  

Unfortunately, with the advent of Obamacare, the ability to maintain health care policies has 

been called into question.  The implementation of Obamacare has been filled with legally 

questionable ad hoc exemptions that provide relief from Obamacare’s mandates to special 

groups.  For example, the Obama administration delayed the business mandate to provide 

insurance for employees and unilaterally delayed verifying the income of Americans seeking 

subsidies.  More egregiously, certain members of Congress and their staffs were also granted 

certain exemptions from Obamacare mandates. 

 

American veterans should at a minimum receive the same special treatment that members of 

Congress and their staffs are receiving under Obamacare in order to ensure that our Veterans are 

not kicked out of their current health care plans like millions of Americans have been over the 

past month. 

 

More broadly speaking when it comes to veterans’ health care and the public purse, prevention is 

the best way to care for veterans and to minimize long term veterans’ health costs.  This is 

particularly true for our Afghanistan and Iraq veterans.  If we treat their wounds – both mental 

and physical – now, rather than let them grow and fester, then the adage of an ounce of 

prevention is worth a pound of cure will certainly help our veterans as well as our long-term 

budget.   

 

A recent article in the Stars and Stripes by Mathew Leatherman, emphasizes the importance of 

prevention and how “postponed health care costs will grow, and they will come at the expense of 

other priorities.”   He underscores the following point: “The obligation we have to these veterans 

is a moral one but it will be measured in dollar terms, a massive cost arriving just as Congress 

and the White House attempt to control the budge.  Fortunately, doing the right thing is also the 

prudent thing.  The Pentagon and the VA can control long-term costs by cooperating to make 

sure that veterans get their needed care right now.”   

 

Many veterans are often too proud to reach out to health care providers, particularly those 

relating to PTSD.  Congress must ensure that all military services are following up on post-

deployment outreach and medical examinations for our veterans to ensure that we are able to 

address service-related injuries at the outset of when they occur.  This is not just a role for the 
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military and VA, our communities must also keep an eye on our veterans to ensure that they get 

professional help, if needed, early. 

 

3. Ensuring Adequate Remote Delivery of Services for Veterans Throughout Alaska.    

 

 Fully implement the “Alaska Care Closer to Home Program” championed by Senator 

Lisa Murkowski. 

 

 Work to train civilian providers of health care who are treating veterans in remote areas 

with knowledge about veterans’ health issues such as PTSD and traumatic brain injury. 

 

Background. As the largest state in the nation with one of the largest per capita veterans’ 

populations, Alaska veterans face significant challenges in being able to receive benefits and 

care, particularly those who reside in more remote and rural areas. As noted above, ensuring 

proper care of our veterans is a responsibility for all of us.  The more trained health care 

providers we have in remote areas who can spot and address military-service related health care 

problems, the better we will be able to address veteran issues throughout the state. 

 

There have been recent studies and advances concerning the remote delivery of veterans’ 

benefits, including the VA’s “Alaska Care Closer to Home Program” championed by Senator 

Murkowski, which allows our veterans to obtain VA paid healthcare from more localized 

community providers if the VA cannot provide that healthcare in state. 

 

Other initiatives, such as the Citizen-Soldier Support Program (CCSP), based in Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina, also have provided ideas on how to expand the ability of veterans to receive care 

outside of urban areas.  The CCSP has championed initiatives to help provide health care 

benefits to those veterans living outside of health care coverage areas by training and partnering 

with civilian providers.  It also helps make online resources available to veterans.    

 

These are the kinds of initiatives and programs, many of which can be community volunteer 

driven and not government-run programs, that will help ensure the adequate delivery of veterans 

care and benefits regardless of where someone lives.   

 

4. Re-examining the Definition of Combat and Service-Related Deaths and Injuries to Ensure 

that Veterans Who Have Served in Harm’s Way are Fairly Compensated.   

 

 Ensure that members of the military who are targeted, killed, and/or wounded in terrorist 

attacks because of their status as U.S. military members are treated the same way in terms 

of benefits if the attack had occurred in a combat zone.  

 



6 – Veterans Policy Initiative 

 Re-examine more challenging questions of combat-related deaths and injuries with the 

goal of ensuring that servicemen and women and their families receive the benefits that 

they are due for their honorable service.   

 

Background. Ever since 9/11, the definition of the battlefield in which our veterans have been 

wounded and killed has expanded.  The Global War on Terror has revealed that there are no 

longer any “front lines” in the battlefield.  American servicemen and women need to receive 

benefits from combat-related service regardless of where it occurred.  This matter raises difficult 

issues, but they need to be examined and addressed, particularly in light of advances that medical 

science has made regarding PTSD and other related injuries.   

 

Some of these matters, however, are not so difficult.  For example, on November 5, 2009, at Fort 

Hood, Texas, U.S. Army Major Nidal Hasan went on a shooting rampage targeting U.S. 

servicemen and women.  Thirteen service members were killed and 32 were wounded by Hasan, 

an Islamic terrorist.  According to the Dallas Morning News, Hasan later admitted that his goal 

was to kill as many servicemen and women before they could deploy to Afghanistan and fight 

the Taliban.  Nevertheless, the Department of Defense has classified the dead and wounded as 

victims of “workplace violence” and not terrorism, and therefore none of the brave servicemen 

and women killed and wounded that day, or their families, are receiving combat-related death 

and injury benefits.  Had this same incident occurred in Afghanistan these service members and 

their families would receive such benefits.  This is a distinction without a difference.  The 

servicemen and women killed and wounded that day, and their families, should receive combat-

related death and injury benefits.  

 

More difficult questions arise when the proximity to the injury or death is more attenuated.  For 

example, while the VA provides Vietnam Veterans who served on the ground in Vietnam 

benefits for health problems that are likely related to Agent Orange, it does not provide benefits 

for “Blue Water Navy veterans” who served in and around the coastline of Vietnam.  Studies 

have reached different conclusions on whether such veterans could have been negatively affected 

by Agent Orange despite spending little to no time on the ground in Vietnam.  This issue needs 

to be examined more closely.  So does the issue of PTSD suicides and to what degree, if any, 

such horrible tragedies should be viewed as combat-related whether they take place in a combat 

zone or back in the U.S.   

 

There are no easy answers to these difficult questions.  The overriding goal of examining these 

issues is to make sure that servicemen and women and their families receive the benefits that 

they have earned for their honorable service.   
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5.  Creating Economic Opportunity to Help Our Veterans Get Good Jobs at Good Wages.   

 

 Encourage continued public-private partnerships that incentivize businesses to hire 

veterans and deepen the cooperation on these important initiatives among local, state, and 

federal governments and the private sector. 

 

 Adopt national policies that encourage, not stymie, economic growth, such as those that 

accelerate the energy and economic renaissance that is taking place in parts of Alaska and 

America.  

 

Background. Many of the ideas in our “Promises Delivered Project” emphasize enhancing 

veterans’ services and benefits in certain areas, but the best thing that our government can do for 

our veterans is to promote economic opportunity and good paying jobs.  In many parts of the 

country, this is not happening.  The Obama administration has one of the worst post-recession 

unemployment and economic growth records in American history due to its policies of 

overregulating and overtaxing our economy.  This has increased uncertainty and stymied broad-

based economic growth throughout much of the country. We need to change this. 

 

Promoting good jobs for our veterans is a classic win-win situation that we need to take 

advantage of.  As the U.S. military is downsizing, we have incredible servicemen and women 

who are moving into the workforce. They bring to employers an impressive set of skills: 

discipline, leadership, initiative, and the ability to get things done with little supervision. These 

veterans need good paying jobs, and our economy needs their “can do” work ethic to help spur 

economic growth. 

 

There are numerous public and private sector programs that focus on hiring veterans.  These 

should be continued with deepened coordination between local, state, and federal governments 

and the private sector.  

 

Bottom line: The most important thing we can do for our veterans is to grow our economy at 

traditional, robust American levels.  This can be done through a host of initiatives, including 

importantly, one of the themes of our campaign – to accelerate the energy and economic 

renaissance that has begun to take place in parts of Alaska and America.  

 

### 

 


