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National Legislative Division Weekly Report

On Monday, January 8, LegDiv Staff
Made introductions to the office of Senator Marco Rubio (R-FL)
Reviewed plans for the 2™ session with House Veterans’ Affairs Committee Staff and other VSOs
Met with the National Legislative Commission and National Legislative Council chairs to discuss
Washington Conference

On Tuesday, January 9, LegDiv Staff:
e Delivered invitations to members of Congress for the Washington Conference Commander’s Call
e Created plans for the National Legislative Commission Meeting during Washington Conference
e Worked on the Script for the Commander’s Call

On Wednesday, Janaury 10, LegDiv Staff:
e Received a briefing from VA on the Toxic Exposure Fund
Spoke to the World War I Commission about awarding Hello Girls with a congressional gold medal.
Checked in with the office of Congressman Matt Cartwright (D-PA-8)
Spoke to the office of Congressman Brad Finstad (R-MN-1)
Edited the Legislative Agenda for the remainder of the 118" Congress

On Thursday, Janaury 11, LegDiv Staff:
Attended the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee Hearing “"Rural Access: Is VA Meeting All
Veterans Where They Live?"
Worked with the Indianapolis Headquarters to develop “Know Before You Go” Content for
Washington Conference
Completed various quote requests and bill reviews

On Friday, Janaury 12, LegDiv Staff:

e Met with the office of Congressman Salud Carbajal (D-CA-24) to discuss MST prevention and
justice

e Spoke with the office of Sen. Murray (D-WA) about legislation benefitting Gold Star families

e Met with Senate Veterans Affairs Committee Staff to plan a roundtable on women veterans’ topics

As Congress travelled back to town this week, LegDiv Staff began checking in with committee and office
staffers about the forecast of the 2" Session. Staff also touched base with the National Legislative
Commission and National Legislative Council chairs about Washington Conference planning and progress.
Finally, LegDiv Staff worked closely with the Media and Communications Teams to produce both internal
and external content for the upcoming Conference.

Hearings next week:

On January 17 at 2:00pm: House Veterans’ Affairs Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations hearing “VA
Revolving Funds: Are Veterans Being Shortchanged?”

January 12, 2024
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MMarguez@legion.org
Jan6-Jan 12, 2024

STAFF ACTIVITY

e NS Staff participated in an MSO/VSO roundtable hosted by the Acting Undersecretary of Defense for
Personnel and Readiness, where we engaged in comprehensive discussions on enhancing the safety and
economic well-being of servicemembers and their families. These discussions spanned topics from
improving safety protocols and healthcare services to bolstering financial stability and support systems for
military families.

Force Safety and Occupational Health Policy

The Assistant Secretary of Defense for Health Affairs is pivotal in enhancing service members' and veterans'
safety and well-being. This is achieved by overseeing the Department of Defense's safety and occupational
health policies, governance, and strategies. Key initiatives include implementing the first-ever DoD safety
and occupational health strategic plan and monitoring department-wide injuries, illnesses, and mishaps,
such as aviation accidents. The office also advises the Secretary of Defense, focusing on strengthening the
DoD's safety culture. This involves prioritizing critical issues like blast overpressure, integrating safety
leading indicators into policy, and proactive analysis to maintain adequate safety programs. Additionally,
collaboration with agencies like the FAA, OSHA, and EPA is integral to their strategy, with new campaigns
highlighting safety and health advancements beginning with a visit to Fort Liberty.

DoD Warfighter Brain Health Strategy and Action Plan

Over two years ago, discussions began on the DoD Warfighter Brain Health Strategy and Action Plan, which
has now evolved into a comprehensive roadmap addressing various brain health threats. These include
blast overpressure, anomalous health incidents like Havana Syndrome, and head impacts from activities
such as parachute jumps. The plan emphasizes enhancing the training environment safety, especially
concerning blast exposure. It is part of a broader initiative focusing on traumatic brain injury (TBI), a field
where the department is a global leader. Formalized in 2022, the plan, strategy, and action approved by
the deputy secretary have garnered congressional attention, leading to significant advancements in
cognitive monitoring. In the summer of 2024, recruit training will initiate this monitoring to improve brain
health in the short and long term.

Military Personnel Policy, Servicemembers Economic Well-Being

In recent years, the Congress/Department of Defense has significantly improved the economic security of
service members. This includes a 10% increase in basic pay, a 17.5% rise in the Basic Allowance for Housing,
and a 13% increase in the Basic Allowance for Subsistence. On average, service members now receive an
additional $10,000 annually. A new service member in 2024 earns about $50,000 annually, reaching
$57,000 by the end of the first year. By the third year, earnings are approximately $64,000, and an E5 earns


mailto:MMarquez@legion.org

about $77,000 by the fourth year, surpassing U.S. median incomes. These figures don't account for
compensation/benefits like healthcare, dental, the post-911 Gl Bill, and paid vacation time/leave. The DoD
is also reviewing the entire compensation system to ensure fairness and effectiveness, considering aspects
like dual earners in military families and outdated housing profiles for BAH.

Food Security Initiatives for Service Members

The DoD's strategic roadmap launched in July 2022 prioritizes addressing food insecurity among service
members. Recognizing the complexity of this issue, the DoD is focusing on junior unaccompanied service
members and single-income households. Efforts include modernizing food accessibility with online
resources, updating military leader toolkits, and extending commissary hours. The reinforcement of federal
nutrition assistance programs ensures members know their eligibility. A comprehensive review of service
member pay and benefits, including impacts of military spouse unemployment and childcare costs, is
underway. Initiatives like the military spouse accelerator pilot and the military spouse employment
partnership are being implemented to improve employment outcomes for spouses.

Defense State Liaison for Military Families

The Defense State Liaisons Office operates across eight U.S. regions, representing the DoD in state-level
policy discussions for the well-being of military families. Collaborating with stakeholders like MSO/VSO, the
office establishes nonpartisan policy priorities that respect state sovereignty and minimize fiscal demands.
Over 18 years, the DSL has addressed nearly 70 issues, constantly adjusting its agenda based on stakeholder
consensus and analysis. The office's flexibility allows it to evolve and set priorities that support the changing
needs of military families. It maintains a focused top-ten list of policy priorities and ensures that issues not
currently on the agenda are still recognized for their importance.

NS Staff spoke with a Legionnaire representing minority veterans who focuses on advocating for the
deported veterans of color. The veteran works to force the Department of Defense to enhance its efforts
in educating non-citizen servicemembers about obtaining citizenship through military service. The
conversation highlighted the need for systemic changes to support those who have served the nation but
face challenges in gaining citizenship.

NS Staff actively continues the planning process for the annual Washington Conference. This ongoing effort
focuses on detailing and organizing various aspects of the conference.

NS Staff is finalizing the After-Action Report detailing the Commander's recent travel to the Pacific. This
document is essential for reviewing the outcomes and insights gained from the trip.

NS Staff continues planning for the Annual ANAVICUS Breakfast, focusing on finalizing arrangements and
details.

POW/MIA

As of January 12™ 2024, no new servicemembers have been identified/repatriated.

PROGRAMS (The American Legion Military Surplus Equipment)

Processed request: Ammo — 3,720; Rifles — 21; Clips — 50; Static Displays — 0



e Participants: Posts — 5; Departments — 4

TIP OF THE WEEK

Director’s update and remarks:

Happy New year from the National Security Division Staff. I’d first like to welcome our new administrative assistant,
Ms. lkea Witcher who joined the team prior to the holidays, and we look forward to her support and engagement
in support of the Commission. We have welcomed two new Chairman to the Commission: Chairman Guillen to the
National Guard and Reserve Forces Committee and Chairman Landcamer for the Foreign Relations Committee that
we are supporting.

The Division Staff is busy closing out a few tasks from the end of the year last year while simultaneously working on
the written inputs for the year’s legislative agenda and upcoming National Commander’s testimony. Our legislative
priorities include Military quality of life (QOL), Ensuring the Coast Guard is paid, and Access to medical and mental
healthcare for our oversea active-duty servicemembers and their families. Members of Congress have increased
their focus on military quality of life issues and this year will prove to be an important period for our advocacy and
awareness as we plan to conduct four quality of life assessment visits across the United States.

For those who may not be aware, National Security Staff accompanies the National Commander on foreign travel
to the Pacific and Europe and multiple recent visits have revealed the need for our advocacy efforts on behalf of
our overseas military population. We will continue to include overseas visit findings in our quality-of-life lessons
learned/portfolio. | do want to state that the unique aspect of National Staff running the QOL program is much
more than producing a report upon completion. Your staff has direct access to Congressional policy makers, other
government decision makers and DoD officials in Washington D.C. who we meet regularly. As a result, your Staff
engages those officials immediately after a QOL visit, meeting to rectify issues even before a report is published, so
we have access and outputs that bring relevance and immediate impacts to each visit. | look forward to the Team’s
work in 2024.

Our work and engagement with DoD involving the national recruiting crisis is going to be a game changer for us
during 2024. As America’s largest veterans organization, we have taken the lead on recruiting crisis efforts and
have already met with senior military officials from various branches to discuss our work, recommendations and
upcoming tactics which will be revealed in the near future. Our Foreign Relations and National Guard/Reserve
Forces portfolio is being updated under the new Chairman and we will have their plans and priorities within a few
weeks.

Be looking out for increased engagement on border security, foreign policy and other key areas during 2024!

Sincerely,

Mario A. Marquez
Director, National Security Division
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VETERANS AFFAIRS AND REHABILITATION

WEEKLY UPDATE
Week Ending — 01/12/2024

Health Policy Team Operations

Meetings:

January 8: Health Policy Team (HPT) virtually met with Mutts with a Mission to discuss
attendance with service dogs at Washington Conference during the TBI, PTSD, Suicide
Prevention Committee meeting.

January 9: HPT virtually met with Warrior Canine Connection to discuss attendance with
service dogs at Washington Conference during the TBI, PTSD, Suicide Prevention.

January 10: HPT met with Chairman James to brief current issues, legislative asks, and
pertinent legislation regarding the Future of VA topics which included Electronic Health
Record Modernization (EHRM), telehealth, community care, and recruitment and
retention.

January 10: HPT virtually attended the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) Veteran
Service Organization Partner/Stakeholder Update Briefing which discussed the
Investigative Deep Phenotyping Gulf War Veteran Health study and veteran beneficiary
travel updates.

January 10: HPT met with Tampa VA Polytrauma team to discuss best practices and
challenges prior to System Worth Saving (SWS) Cite visit.

January 11: HPT met with Mr. David Miller and Andrea Parker from Human Resources
at the Tampa VA medical center to discuss best practices and challenges with recruitment
and employee retention at the Tampa VA medical center.

January 11: HPT met with Dr. Doan Melina and Mrs. Dawn Fitzpatrick from the Tampa
VA Community Care program to discuss best practices and challenges in community care
at the Tampa VA medical center.

Legislative Bill Reviews:

- H.R. 6551- HEAL Act- Heroes Earned Affordable Lifts Act — Support

Upcoming SWS Visits

- Tampa, Florida — January 2024




Benefits Team Operations

Meetings:

January 4: Deputy Director of Benefits & Claims (DDBC) and Veterans Benefits Policy
(VBP) team met with Bergmann & Moore representatives discussing the 2024 American
Legion Accreditation Training (ALAT) School and the upcoming DSO Symposium

January 8: DDBC & VBP team attended bi-monthly VSO partnership meeting
concerning VBA Claims, Appeals and Legislative issues, specifically discussed the new
NDAA sections concerning PTSD claims requirements.

January 10: VA&R Director and DDBC attended Maximus/VES Quarterly VSO Round
Table meeting discussing concerns of VA contracted C&P exam issues, such as clinician
qualifications and VES foreign operations and so on.

January 10: DDBC & VBP team attended monthly VBA-VSO partnership meeting. This
month’s topic pertained to how VA was adjudicating its increased MST caseloads and its
path forward to be in compliance with now P.L., the MST Claims Coordination Act.

January 10: VBP team attended an American Legion’s VA&R Commission Chairman in-
brief/prep session for legislative priorities with members of the HP team in preparation
for The Legion’s upcoming annual testimony on Capitol Hill in March.

January 11: DDBC & VBP team virtually observed HVAC Subcommittee on Oversight
and Investigation hearing entitled, “Rural Access: Is VA Meeting All Veterans Where
They Live?”

Upcoming ROAR Visits

- St. Petersburg, Florida — January 2024




Claims & Appeals Team Operations

Accreditations

- Applications received from TAL Departments 11
- Certifications submitted by TAL Washington Office 11
- Certifications approved by VA’s Office of General Counsel 9

The American Legion Board of Veterans’ Appeals (BVA) Unit

- AMA appeals pending (125+ days) 2

- Informal Hearing Presentations (IHPs) prepared 203

- Memos generated 5

- Phone inquiries 236

- Internal quality reviews 1

- Individual training 0 hours

- Team training 0 hours

- Hearings 2

- Board dispositions 132
o Appeals granted 36 (27.3%)
o Remanded 72 (54.5%)
o Denied 16 (12.1%)
o Other 8 (6.1%)

- Largest retroactive payment won for veteran $168,841

Senior Veterans Disability Claims Specialist

- Compensation & Pension Claims 94
- Other Issues 4
- Contacts 98

Pension & Debt Management

- New Claims 10
- Supporting Submissions 25
- Sensitive Claims 2

- Rating Reviews/Audits 53
- Contacts 183
- Debt Notices Received 6

- Insurance Questions 0

- Waivers Granted 2

- Pension Notification Letters Processed 110




Tiffany Ellett
Director

Veterans Affairs and Rehabilitation Division
(202)-263-2981
End of VA&R weekly update — 01/12/2024
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Our Latest Announcement in Education!

Recently, Division Staff had the privilege of attending Student Veterans

VETERANS STRENGTHENING AMERICA

of America’s 16" Annual National Conference in Nashville, TN. The
Conference convened thousands of student-veterans from across the

. United States to participate in a number of events. Veterans were
afforded the opportunity to attend various breakout sessions, where they
- gained valuable insight into topics ranging from veterans’ policy to
_employer hiring practices. During the Conference, Staff spoke with
several student-veterans who highlighted their concerns pertaining to the

student-veteran experience, which lent important perspective regarding

" the ways in which VE&E can continue to serve the student-veteran

16™ Annual Student )
Veterans of America population.

National Conference

In the Report
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Week of January 8", 2024

Article from The World Bank:

Global Economy Set for Weakest Half-Decade Performance in 30 Years

“As the world nears the midpoint of what was intended to be a transformative decade for
development, the global economy is set to rack up a sorry record by the end of 2024—the
slowest half-decade of GDP growth in 30 years, according to the World Bank’s latest Global
Economic Prospects report.

By one measure, the global economy is in a better place than it was a year ago: the risk of a
global recession has receded, largely because of the strength of the U.S. economy. But mounting
geopolitical tensions could create fresh near-term hazards for the world economy. Meanwhile,
the medium-term outlook has darkened for many developing economies amid slowing growth in
most major economies, sluggish global trade, and the tightest financial conditions in decades.
Global trade growth in 2024 is expected to be only half the average in the decade before the
pandemic. Meanwhile, borrowing costs for developing economies—especially those with poor
credit ratings—are likely to remain steep with global interest rates stuck at four-decade highs in
inflation-adjusted terms.

Global growth is projected to slow for the third year in a row—from 2.6% last year to 2.4% in
2024, almost three-quarters of a percentage point below the average of the 2010s. Developing
economies are projected to grow just 3.9%, more than one percentage point below the average of
the previous decade. After a disappointing performance last year, low-income countries should
grow 5.5%, weaker than previously expected. By the end of 2024, people in about one out of
every four developing countries and about 40% of low-income countries will still be poorer than
they were on the eve of the COVID pandemic in 2019. In advanced economies, meanwhile,
growth is set to slow to 1.2% this year from 1.5% in 2023.

“Without a major course correction, the 2020s will go down as a decade of wasted opportunity,”
said Indermit Gill, the World Bank Group’s Chief Economist and Senior Vice President. “Near-
term growth will remain weak, leaving many developing countries—especially the poorest—
stuck in a trap: with paralyzing levels of debt and tenuous access to food for nearly one out of
every three people. That would obstruct progress on many global priorities. Opportunities still
exist to turn the tide. This report offers a clear way forward: it spells out the transformation that
can be achieved if governments act now to accelerate investment and strengthen fiscal policy
frameworks.”
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To tackle climate change and achieve other key global development goals by 2030, developing
countries will need to deliver a formidable increase in investment—about $2.4 trillion per year.
Without a comprehensive policy package, prospects for such an increase are not bright. Per
capita investment growth in developing economies between 2023 and 2024 is expected to
average only 3.7%, just over half the rate of the previous two decades.

The report offers the first global analysis of what it will take to generate a sustained investment
boom, drawing from the experience of 35 advanced economies and 69 developing economies
over the past 70 years. It finds that developing economies often reap an economic windfall when
they accelerate per capita investment growth to at least 4% and sustain it for six years or more:
the pace of convergence with advanced-economy income levels speeds up, the poverty rate
declines more swiftly, and productivity growth quadruples. Other benefits also materialize
during these booms: among other things, inflation falls, fiscal and external positions improve,
and people’s access to the internet expands rapidly.

“Investment booms have the potential to transform developing economies and help them speed
up the energy transition and achieve a wide variety of development objectives,” said Ayhan
Kose, the World Bank’s Deputy Chief Economist and Director of the Prospects Group. “To
spark such booms, developing economies need to implement comprehensive policy packages to
improve fiscal and monetary frameworks, expand cross-border trade and financial flows,
improve the investment climate, and strengthen the quality of institutions. That is hard work, but
many developing economies have been able to do it before. Doing it again will help mitigate the
projected slowdown in potential growth in the rest of this decade.”

The latest Global Economic Prospects also identifies what two-thirds of developing countries—
commodity exporters specifically—can do to avoid boom-and-bust cycles. The report finds that
governments in these countries often adopt fiscal policies that intensify booms and busts. When
increases in commodity prices boost growth by 1 percentage point, for example, governments
increase spending in ways that boost growth by an additional 0.2 percentage point. In general, in
good times, fiscal policy tends to overheat the economy. In bad times it deepens the slump. This
“procyclicality” is 30 percent stronger in commodity-exporting developing economies than it is
in other developing economies. Fiscal policies also tend to be 40 percent more volatile in these
economies than in other developing economies.

The instability associated with higher procyclicality, and volatility of fiscal policy produces a
chronic drag on the growth prospects of commodity-exporting developing economies. The drag
can be reduced—Dby putting in place a fiscal framework that helps discipline government
spending, by adopting flexible exchange-rate regimes, and by avoiding restrictions on the
movement of international capital. On average, these policy measures could help commodity
exporters in developing economies boost their per capita GDP growth by as much as 1
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percentage point every four or five years. Countries can also benefit by building sovereign-
wealth funds and other rainy-day funds that can be deployed quickly in an emergency.”

Global Economy Set for Weakest Half-Decade Performance in 30 Years (worldbank.org)

Education, Licensing &

Certification

» Division Staff participated in the Policy Think Tank breakout session at Student Veterans
of America’s 16" Annual National Conference. During this discussion, student-veterans
and policy experts had the opportunity to voice their concerns and, in some cases, provide
solutions to these issues. The Policy Think Tank allowed Staff to gain invaluable insight
into the current issues student-veterans face. Additionally, Staff can use this information
to better address the needs of veterans—to ensure that they are successful in their
academic endeavors and beyond.

Employment & Transition

» Division Staff participated in a job event sponsored by 50 Strong, a national
collaborative, industry-led effort supporting hundreds of employers & thousands of
military-affiliated job seekers. Yesterday’s virtual job and internship event included 25
companies and 825 registered veterans.

» Division Staff met with representatives from the DC National Guard regarding the
participation and assistance from the VE&E Division for an upcoming job and workshop
event that will be held on April 27th. Further information on this event will be
forthcoming in the weeks ahead.

» Division Staff met with several organizations and business owners who expressed interest
in the Legion’s resolution urging Congress to modernize DoD’s Transition Assistance
Program (TAP) by developing a mobile application with an artificial intelligence
component, which can serve as a viable addition to DOD’s virtual and in-person
programs. Further meetings with the private and public will be scheduled.

» Division Staff held a meeting with representatives from a veteran-owned and operated
company called Military Hire, which provides veteran job and career services with the
goal of assisting the veteran transition from military to civilian through job placement.
We are looking to do an MOU with them where Military Hire would help us with job
placement and promote the mission and message of The American Legion. Partnering
would include working on a joint membership and promotional effort.


https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/01/09/global-economic-prospects-january-2024-press-release

Week of January 8", 2024

» Division Staff met with representatives from Hiring Our Heroes, a U.S. Chamber of
Commerce Foundation program that connects military community members with civilian
companies to create gainful employment opportunities for the veteran community.
Topics of conversation include TAL Departments having free booth opportunities at all
their job events worldwide.

Housing & Homelessness

» Division Staff prepared material to be submitted for the 2024 Legislative Agenda. One
area of interest that Staff has been actively involved in is seeing that funding be allocated
for the Armed Forces Retirement Home (AFRH). The AFRH provides housing,
residential care, and support services to thousands of former enlisted servicemembers,
warrant officers, and limited duty officers of all branches of the Armed Services. Today,
the AFRH operates two communities, which comprise a 272-acre community in
Washington, D.C., and a 40-acre community in Gulfport, MS. With a combined 312
acres of operating space, there is ample opportunity for The American Legion to facilitate
partnerships with the AFRH—ensuring that those living in these communities continue to
receive the care and support that they deserve; however, the lack of funding provided for
the AFRH precludes the expansion of its services to other veterans, and places great risk
to the hundreds of veterans currently residing in these communities.

» Division staff held several conversations with interested parties regarding the
development of the AFRH. The American Legion supports policies that will increase
resources to the AFRH—to make certain that the care and support provided by the AFRH
is available to those who depend on it.

Small Business &

Government Contracts

» Division Staff held several meetings with members of The American Legions Business
Task Force, including a representative from DAYV, regarding small business issues,
including many of our small business resolutions. Plans are in the works for the Legion
to take the lead regarding veteran federal procurement regulations.
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Miscellaneous Activities

The first American Legion Veterans Employment &
Education Commission award was established in 1947
and honored employers across the country who had
established outstanding records in the employment and
retention of veterans, disabled veterans, and older
workers.

Learn how to apply for these Awards at:

https://www.legion.org/careers/awards

Joseph C. Sharpe, Jr., Director

Veterans Employment & Education Division
1608 K St NW., Washington, DC 20006
Phone #: 202.861.2700 ext. 2989

E-Mail: JSharpe@legion.org



https://www.legion.org/careers/awards
mailto:JSharpe@legion.org
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