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JO NT HEARI NG
M LI TARY TO CI VI LI AN TRANSI TI ON:  ENSURI NG SUCCESS AFTER

SERVI CE

Wednesday, October 18, 2023

U S. Senate
Commttee on Veterans' Affair
Comm ttee on Arned Services

Washi ngton, D.C.

The conmttees net, pursuant to notice, at 9:59 a.m,
I n Room SD- G50, Dirksen Senate O fice Building, Hon. Jon
Tester, and Hon. Jack Reed, Joint Chairs of the Commttees,
presi di ng.

Present: Senators Tester [presiding], Mirray, Brown,
Bl unent hal , Hirono, Sinema, Hassan, King, Mran, Boozman,
Tillis, Sullivan, Blackburn, Craner, and Tuberville.

Present: Senators Reed [presiding], Shaheen,
G llibrand, Blunmenthal, H rono, Kaine, King, Peters, Rosen,
Kelly, Wcker, Fischer, Cotton, Ernst, Sullivan, Craner,

Scott, Tuberville, Budd, and Schmtt.
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OPENI NG STATEMENT OF CHAI RMAN TESTER

Chairman Tester. | want to call this hearing to order.

Good norning. This is a rare occurrence where we have
a Joint Hearing with Senate Comrittees on Veteran Affairs
and the Senate Arned Services Comm tt ee.

I want to give special thanks to Chairnman Reed, Ranking
Menbers Moran and W cker, for meking this hearing happen.
This is a critically inportant topic. It is a topic that we
have been tal ki ng about since | cane to this body, and that
has been a nunber of years back. And it is about the yearly
transition of 200,000 service nenbers from being a warrior
to acivilian, and the tools that we provide these nen and
wonen during that process that will inpact everything from
financial, to nedical, to enotional well-being.

Today, | want to hear how the DoD, the VA, and the DOL
are working together to ensure that this inpact is a
positive one. |In partnership through agencies, we have nade
sone strides to inprove the transition process, but we are
far fromwhere we need to be. |In partnership, they are
I mportant, | want to make sure during this hearing that you
guys are talking to one another, and that we understand what
s going on with the folks who are retiring out of the
Mlitary.

Look, we have got enhanced G Bill benefits, prograns

like SkillBridge. W have got DoD and state governnents
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that are working to streamine requirenents to get service
menbers everything, fromcomercial drivers' licenses, to a
nunber of other opportunities that are in the private sector
that they have |earned those skills in the Mlitary. There
Is still too nuch red tape out there, and we need to work to
undo t hat.

We have enacted the PACT Act, which has been a huge
success, a | arge expansion of VA health care, and benefits
in a decade, and I m ght add, necessarily so. W have
i nproved veterans' access to nental health through the
Hannon Act and the STRONG Act, but recent data shows that we
are not where we need to be when it cones to veterans
mental health. W need to get nore of these veterans into
the systemso they don't fall through the cracks, and that
transition process is an opportunity to happen.

And in fact, we have got sone people on this roster
today that have sonme ideas on how to nake that transition
fromDoD to the VA system snoother. | amlooking for our
first panel to provide a governnment perspective on what is
wor ki ng and what is not. | amlooking for our second panel,
conposed of veterans and advocates, to provide their
personal perspectives on what is working, and what is not.
They w |l also advocate for various policies to make sure we
are doing right by our service nenbers.

| want to read you sone statistics before | turn it

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

over to ny fellow Chairman, Jack Reed. These are DoD data
on enlisted deaths: 89 percent of active-duty deaths by

sui ci de were anong enlisted service nenbers, enlisted
service menbers; across the Active and Reserve conponent,

t hose who died by suicide were primarily enlisted mal e under
the age of 30. These are data points we need to take into
consi derati on.

If this population is struggling with their nental
health while in the service, those struggles are likely to
continue and get worse as they nmake the transition to
civilian life. And that is why this hearing today is so
| nportant.

Wth that, | turn it over to Senator Reed.
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OPENI NG STATEMENT OF CHAI RMAN REED
Chai rman Reed. Thank you very nuch, Chairman Tester.
It is a privilege to share the dais with you this norning.
| am gl ad we have brought our comm ttees together to discuss
such a very inportant issue. | would |like to wel cone and
t hank our wi tnesses for joining us today.

Qur Mlitary's greatest asset is the people, the nen
and wonen who serve. Qur nmen and wonen in uni form have | ong
provi ded Anerica wth the strongest national defense in the
world, and the |eaders in this room have a fundanmental duty
to ensure that they are set up for success, both in and out
of the service. The MIlitary is a challenging profession,
and we know that our service nenbers have sacrificed nuch
for the Nation. W also know that the overwhel mng majority
of veterans report positive experiences in the Mlitary.

Through surveys and data, we know that Anerican
veterans are nore civically engaged, earn nore noney, and
have nore education than those who have not served. Veteran
unenpl oynent is | ower than non-veteran unenpl oynent across
t he country, and across nearly every denographic. Their
econom ¢ outl ook and quality of life is, on average, higher
t han non-veterans Aneri cans.

In short, the Mlitary Service is a social good. It
benefits the nation, and it benefits those who serve.

Transitioning frommlitary service to civilian |ife can be
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chal | engi ng, however, the Departnent of Defense, and in
conjunction with the Departnent of Veterans Affairs, and the
Departnent of Labor, prepare service nenbers and their
famlies for this transition, primarily through a structured
trai ning program known as the Transition Assistance Program
or TAP.

TAP provides information, resources, and tools to
service nmenbers and their famlies to help prepare for the
nove frommlitary life to civilian life. Service nenbers
are required to begin TAP a year before separating from
mlitary service; and those who are retiring can begin TAP
up to two years in advance of their anticipated retirenent
date. | have been encouraged by the overall success of TAP,
but there are opportunities for inprovenent that we wll
di scuss today.

In particular, recent Governnent Accountability Ofice
reports have highlighted the challenge in getting ful
participation in the program anong service nenbers.

Al t hough 90 percent of transitioning service nenbers do,
eventual ly participate in TAP, up to 70 percent did not
enroll in TAP a year in advance of their separation as
required by law. | understand the Departnent of Defense is
working to inplenment the GAO s recommendati ons and woul d ask
our witnesses for an update on those efforts.

A nunber of professional transition prograns have shown
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great prom se. For exanple, the SkillBridge Internship
Program al | ows service nenbers in the final nonths of their
mlitary career to work full-tinme in a private enployer to
gai n experience and know edge about the civilian workforce.
Simlarly, the United States MIlitary Apprenticeship
Program provi des Active-Duty Mlitary nenbers with
prof essional skills training and the opportunity to earn
nationally recogni zed certificates while finishing their
Mlitary careers. | would like to know what | essons can be
drawn fromthese prograns and applied to other efforts.
Finally, the transition fromthe MIlitary Medi cal
System TRICARE, to the VA Health Care System can be
daunting and confusing. Although VA eligibility and
| npl enent ati on shoul d be snooth, many service nenbers
experience delays in determning their disability ratings,
whi ch can cause uncertainty and financial stress. Swft
i npl enentation of health care prograns will be key to
I nproving the transition of nenbers fromactive service to
civilian life. And | would ask our witnesses to share their
views on how the transition can be streanlined.
Thank you again to our witnesses, and | | ook forward to
your testinonies.
Now, on behalf of Chairman Tester, | would like to

recogni ze Ranki ng Menber Moran.
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STATEMENT OF SENATOR MORAN

Senat or Moran. Senator Reed, or Chairman Reed, thank
you very nmuch. Thank you to you, and our Chairnman, and
Vet erans, and Senator Wcker for joining us. And thank you
for our wtnesses for being here.

Qur conmittee in the Departnent of Defense, Veterans
Affairs, and Labor should prioritize a seam ess transition
and provide resources to reduce unenpl oynent, honel essness,
and suicide, all issues our commttee deals with on an
ongoi ng basis, and it seens like they all come together at
this nonent when we tal k about transition. But we can
addr ess unenpl oynent, honel essness, and suicide, as well as
bol ster MIlitary recruitnment and support success after the
Mlitary, if we can inprove the transition fromactive duty
to prior service.

Success after service will look different for every
service nmenber. That is why we nust nake certain that
veterans are equi pped with the know edge and resources they
need to thrive, that know edge and resource needs to cone
earlier than the day in which they | eave active service.

| also want to address the friction, and I would I|ike
to see you all address the friction that exists in the
transition process between Mlitary retention and readi ness,
sonet hi ng hugely inportant to our Mlitary, but to our

Nation and its national security. W need to allow service
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menbers to attend pre-separation counseling, TAP classes,
apprenticeships, and internshi ps before separation.

FY 2019 NDAA Congress Refornmed TAP put additional
requi rements on the Departnents to individualize the
transition process for those who are at higher risk for
unenpl oynent or post-transition issues. Additionally,
Congress required that each service nenber go through TAP at
| east once, nore than 365 days prior to separation. A
mandate that we know is not being followed for at |east 70
percent of transitioning service nenbers, according to the
Governnent Accountability Ofice.

Since those refornms were made in 2018, GAO has i ssued
12 reports on transition. Those reports include nearly 40
recommendations to VA and DoD. It is ny understandi ng that
very few of those recommendati ons have been agreed to or
| npl enment ed, and DoD has not inplenmented a single one.

G ven these facts, | worry that there is a |lack of
under st andi ng from conmanders about the inportance of
prioritizing a positive transition and all ow ng service
menbers tinme to prepare for the next phases, and their
famlies' phase in their lives. | understand the inportance
of operational readi ness; however, if a service nmenber has a
positive transition experience and receives support from
their command and peers as they |eave the Mlitary, they are

nore likely to have a positive view of their Mlitary
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experience, a successful transition, and assist with the
recrui tment by encouraging others to join the Mlitary.

| amgrateful to each one of our wtnesses for being
here today. |In the second panel, we will be joined by a
Kansan, who | want to express ny gratitude for his presence
here; Dr. Arthur DeGoat, Lieutenant Colonel, Retired, he is
fromthe Kansas State University Mlitary Affairs and
| nnovati on Center, and he has beconme a significant conponent
of witness -- of our witness panels as we deal with
transition.

So Dr. DeGoat, thank you for joining us. And | assune
| should -- | have to return this to Senator Reed.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you, Senator Mbran.

On behal f of Chairman Tester, |et ne recognize the
Ranki ng Menber of the Arnmed Services Conmittee, Senator

W cker .

12
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STATEMENT OF SENATOR W CKER

Senator Wcker. Thank you, M. Chairman. And | am
glad to be here today, joining with three of ny
di stingui shed col |l eagues. | amparticularly proud that |
share the | eadership role on the Arned Services Conm ttee
with a fellow veteran, Senator Jack Reed. Hi s career in the
Mlitary is far nore distinguished than mne, but I am proud
to be a veteran, proud to have served, and proud to be here
with three very distinguished supporters of our MIlitary and
our Veteran conmmunity.

There are inprovenents that need to be nade in our
veteran experience, and in our transition experience, but
the truth is that the vast ngjority of our veterans are
hi ghly successful in their post-Mlitary careers and
personal lives. And | do appreciate Chairman Reed naking
that point, and making the very positive point about
Mlitary Service during the active duty tinme and as a
vet er an.

As our econony struggles with inflation and rising
interest rates, the report in fromthe U S. Census Bureau
shows that veterans and their fanm lies have consistently
achi eved hi gher standards of living than non-veterans. This
IS over the past 40 years. The veteran unenploynent rate is
| oner than the non-veteran enploynent rate. Both can be

| nproved, but that is a significant statistic. This has

13
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been true nearly every nonth since January 2003 when the
Bureau of Labor Statistics began tracking this informtion;
this inpressive fact is no surprise to those of us who
under st and how val uabl e veterans are to civilian enployers.

Bet ween 2005 and 2015, a recent study fromthe
Uni versity of Akron found that MIlitary veterans earned
hi gher average wages than non-veterans. These facts
denonstrate what those of us in the Mlitary conmunity have
known for years. Mst veterans are doing well. The skills
and character we devel oped during our tine in service |ead
to desirable outconmes. Qur w tnesses should be
congratul ated for the superb work that they and their
Departnments have been doing in this area over the past
decades.

The success of our veterans shows that joining the
Mlitary is a great way to inprove career and life
prospects. This is true regardl ess of sex, race, or
national origin. As | have said and echoi ng others, the
United States Mlitary is the greatest civil rights program
in the history of the world. The success of veterans from
mnority comrunities proves this. Researchers studied
househol ds headed by racial or ethnic mnorities with | ow
education experience. In that study, researchers found that
househol ds headed by veterans had significantly higher

standards of living than those headed by non-veterans.

14
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And in 2017, the nmedi an annual incones of Black and
Hi spani ¢ veteran househol ds were nore than $20, 000 hi gher
than those of mnority non-veteran households. So as you
can see, | amnot only proud to be a veteran, | val ue
Mlitary service and encourage nmany young Anericans to
follow this type of service.

We have also |learned that effective pre-separation
transition prograns are helping to prepare service nenbers
for life after their MIlitary careers. The prograns set
t hese veterans up for civilian life, and their comunities
notice their success. |In particular, young Americans see
that Mlitary Service can have very positive effects. This
hel ps recruiting efforts. In this way, these transition
prograns act as a force nmultiplier.

The Transition Assistance Program has been operating
for just over 30 years, but it has a lot to show fromthat
relatively brief tenure. Today, it supports around 200, 000
servi ce nmenbers every year. Congress has capitalized on
t hat nonentum We have identified the success of these
transition prograns and expanded these opportunities. The
FY 2019 National Defense Authorization Act required broad
reforms to make the Transition Assistance Program even
stronger.

Today, we will find out if we can inprove on that.

Congress nust keep faith with our veterans through these
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initiatives, which | will continue to support. | |ook
forward to hearing fromour w tnesses today about their
efforts to execute these transition prograns.

Thank you very nuch, M. Chairman.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you, Senator Wcker, for your
statenent and for your service. Thank you very nuch

Now, let nme welconme the first panel. Fromthe
Department of Defense, we have the Honorabl e Ashish
Vazirani, Acting Under Secretary of Defense for Personne
and Readi ness.

From the Departnment of Veterans Affairs we have the
Honor abl e Joshua D. Jacobs, Under Secretary for Benefits;
acconpani ed by M. John W Boerstler, Chief Veterans
Experience Oficer.

From the Departnent of Labor, we have the Honorable
James D. Rodriguez, Assistant Secretary of Labor for

Vet erans' Enpl oynent and Trai ni ng.

And fromthe Governnment Accountability Ofice, we have

M. John Sawyer, Director of Education, Wrkforce, and

| ncone Security.

M. Vazirani, please begin with your opening statenent.

16
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STATEMENT OF HON. ASHI SH S. VAZI RANI, DEPUTY UNDER
SECRETARY OF DEFENSE FOR PERSONNEL AND READI NESS, DEPARTMENT
OF DEFENSE

M. Vazirani. Chairman Tester, Chairnman Reed, Ranking
Menmber Moran, Ranki ng Menber Wcker, and di stingui shed
Menbers of the Comm tt ee.

Chairman Reed. If you could pull the m crophone as
cl ose as possible, sir.

M. Vazirani. | appreciate the opportunity to address
this joint hearing today, not just as the Acting Under
Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readi ness, but as an
advocate for and a chanpion of service nenbers and their
famlies at all stages of their service, inclusive of
transition. | am honored to be in the conpany of ny
col | eagues fromthe Departnent of Veterans Affairs and
Labor, both of whomare integral partners in our
col | aborative and coordinated mssion to facilitate the
transition fromMlitary to civilian life, as well as a
representative fromthe GAO which provides thoughtful
eval uati ons.

A service nenber's transition begins on day one of
service, and it is our duty to ensure a successful service
menber is a successful veteran. Menbers of the MIlitary and
their famlies repeatedly prove their dedication, courage,

and selflessness in protecting our Nation. |In return, our
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val ue proposition is to provide themw th the support,
services, and resources they need to thrive beyond the
battl efi el d.

Presi dent Biden said, "The only truly sacred obligation
we have is to prepare and equip those wonen and nen we send
into harms way and care for themand their famlies when
they return hone."

Service nenbers are better prepared for their
transition to civilian life today than at any other point.
This reflects Secretary Austin's steadfast commtnent to
take care of our people. This comm tnent extends beyond
their separation fromduty in either the Active or Reserve
conmponent. DoD is one of the seven agencies that each plays
a crucial role in the governance of mlitary to civilian
transition.

Qur investnents in our service nmenbers' training and
education, financial readiness, and health and well - bei ng,
coupl ed with the whol e-of -governnent efforts to support
their transition, are proving effective. Veterans using the
Post-9/11 G Bill are nore likely to graduate and have a
hi gher GPA. Veterans are 20 percent nore likely to be
honmeowners. Veterans earn nore than their civilian
counterparts on average, and veterans enrolled with the VA
have better health outconmes than their civilian

count er parts.
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The Joi nt Executive Comm ttee stands as the bedrock of
our coll aborative efforts, and | have the privil ege of
serving as the DoD Co-Chair. The JEC provides the framework
t hrough which our agencies jointly oversee this transition
process. The Transition Assistance Program Executive
Council, a subordinate commttee of the JEC, co-chaired by
VA, Labor, and DoD, is responsible for ensuring that we have
nmet statutory requirenents, and continuously inprove the
transition process for future service nenbers and their
famlies.

DOD, with the collaboration and coordi nati on of our
| nt eragency partners, IS supporting service nenbers in their
transition to civilian life with a human-centered design
approach. Qur lines of effort are too nunerous to nane them
all here, but we have nmade great strides in nental health
support services, career advancenent, and educati onal
resources, transitioning spouse enpl oynent assistance, and
honmel essness prevention, just to nane a few.

Qur interagency team knows our work is ongoing. W are
whol eheartedly commtted to continuous inprovenent of the
transition process and our Transition Assistance Program
We appreciate the legislative authorities that Congress
provides to support transitioning service nenbers and
| nprove transition processes and prograns. W continue to

use those authorities with our interagency partners.
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In closing, I amproud of the holistic transition
framework that delivers individualized support for service
menbers and their famlies through our interagency
partnership. Wth your continued support, we will uphold
our promse to take care of our people, securing their
future, and ensuring the continued success of the Al -

Vol unt eer For ce.
Thank you. And | look forward to your questions.

[ The prepared statenent of M. Vazirani follows:]

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

21

Chai rman Reed. Thank you very nuch, M. Secretary.

And | am now going to recogni ze the next person; if |
can find ny notes.

Senator Moran. | think to recognize M. Jacobs.

Chairman Reed. | think, we will recognize M. Jacobs
now. Thank you, Senator Moran.

M. Jacobs.
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STATEMENT OF THE HON. JOSHUA D. JACOBS, UNDER SECRETARY
FOR BENEFI TS, DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAI RS

M. Jacobs. Thank you very nmuch. And good norning,
Chai rman Tester, Chairman Reed, Ranki ng Menbers Myran and
W cker, as well as Menbers of this distinguished commttee.

| appreciate the opportunity to appear before you to
di scuss VA's efforts to support service nenbers as they
transition frommlitary to civilian life.

| am acconpani ed by VA s Chief Veteran Experience
O ficer, John Boerstler. And | am pleased to join our
partners from DoD, DOL, GAO, as well as our VSO partners on
t he second panel .

Each year, approxi mtely 200,000 service nenbers
transition fromMlitary to civilian life. For many,
transition is an opportunity to take on new chal | enges and
build the next chapter in their lives. For others, this
time can be daunting and filled with a m x of enotions and
uncertainties. It is our duty to care for all types of
veterans, regardless of where they are in this journey.

W need to connect themwth their earned benefits in
heal th care, because veterans who utilize their earned
benefits are healthier, they earn nore, and they are better
set up for success as they enter into civilian life; not
only that, we know that our success or failure in connecting

veterans with their benefits has lasting inpacts on the
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Mlitary's ability to recruit future generations of service
menbers.

To enpower transitioning service nenbers in their
journey towards a fulfilling civilian life, service nenbers
are allowed to begin their Transition Assistance Program one
year prior to separation, or two years prior to retiring.
Attending TAP as early as possible in the transition process
is critical for transitioning service nenbers, given the
vast anmount of information they need to digest in a
conpressed tinme frane. It also gives themthe opportunity
to access their earned VA benefits nore quickly through the
Benefits Delivery at D scharge Program or to get their foot
in the door to a potential enployer through the SkillBridge
Pr ogram

As part of the broader interagency TAP program VA
delivers a one-day TAP Course, which was attended by 88
percent of all VOWAct-eligible transitioning service
menbers in fiscal year '22. VA's TAP course is a valuable
resource that provides gui dance on how to access earned VA
benefits and enroll in VA health care, and participation in
TAP is correlated with a higher application rate for VA
benefits.

Addi tionally, VA also contacts all eligible veterans at
three key stages during their first year after separation

fromactive duty through a programcalled Solid Start, which
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was established in 2019. As of Septenber 30th, Solid Start
has assisted nearly 400,000 veterans wth accessing their
earned benefits. Despite these successes, too nmany recently
separated veterans aren't accessing VA s nost high-inpact
services within the first year after they separate from
active duty, including health care and conpensati on
benefits. Part of the reason for this may be that veterans
under 40, and especially those under 30, don't consider VA
an i nmedi ate need, but they shoul d.

To tackle that challenge, VA, in partnership with al
Mlitary Service branches, as well as our federal partners,
I ncl udi ng DoD and DOL, are using the voice of veterans and
their famlies to identify pain points and co-design
sol utions through extensive human-centered design research
conducted over the last two years. Sonme of those pain
poi nts were echoed recently when Sergeant First Cass R ma
Rusnack [ph.] began her transition journey and started
visualizing her life in different capacity. A life geared
nore towards academ cs.

For Rma, it was only two years ago that transition
came on the radar. She has many goals for life after
service, but for the first tine in her career, she didn't
know what actions to take. Wiile still in uniform she
began studying to get her master's degree with the ultimte

goal of obtaining her doctorate. She needed to know whet her
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she woul d be financially secure during school, but she
wasn't sure what the G Bill would cover or when she could
even utilize it.

Rima is also a paratrooper. Every junp takes a toll no
matter how well you execute the parachute |anding fall
Wi | e knee and back pain fromjunping out of airplanes is
tolerable at this point, she expects it to becone nore of a
challenge later in life. She was fortunate enough to attend
TAP in February, and she applied for her benefits through
BDD. She left active duty in August and received her first
disability conpensati on paynent in Septenber. And as she
begins this next chapter in her life, she is going to
conti nue her service to this country through the Arny
Reser ves.

Stories like RRma's are why we are actively co-
desi gning sol utions that address pain points and denonstrate
tangi bl e value to Veterans. It is why we began hosting
Annual Veteran Transition synposiunms to coordi nate and
i nprove the way that we support transitioning service
menbers and their famlies. It is why we are updating the
TAP curriculumso accredited VSOs and State Departnents of
Veterans Affairs will now have the opportunity to directly
engage with transitioning service nenbers and their famlies
for nearly an hour, at the end of every one-day VA TAP

cl ass.
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And it is why the cross-agency team co-designed and is
prototyping with service nenbers, veterans, and their

famlies a personalized digital solution that enabl es them

to set goals, take action, and get help when they get stuck.

W are also working to engage nore with service nenbers
during their Mlitary career by collaborating with DoD to
educat e commanders on the inportance of connecting service
menbers and spouses with VA benefits and health care prior
to separation; and as | stated earlier, inproving the
experience during that process.

The mlitary-to-civilian transition process brings

opportunities for us to inprove trust in VA and support the

personal growth of veterans as they navigate this

chall enging, but ultimtely rewardi ng phase of their |ives.
Thank you for your continued support of transitioning

servi ce nmenbers, veterans, caregivers, and their survivors.
| woul d be happy to answer any questions you or the

comm ttee nenbers may have.

[ The prepared statenment of M. Jacobs foll ows:]
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Chai rman Tester. Thank you, Josh. Thank you for your
t esti nony.

Next up, we have, fromthe Departnent of Labor. The
Honor abl e Janes Rodri guez, Assistant Secretary of Labor for
Vet erans' Enpl oynent and Training. You have the floor,

Janes.
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STATEMENT OF HON. JAMES D. RODRI GUEZ, ASSI STANT
SECRETARY OF LABOR FOR VETERANS' EMPLOYMENT AND TRAI NI NG,
DEPARTMENT OF LABOR

M. Rodriguez. Chairman Tester, Chairman Reed, Ranking
Menmber Moran, and Ranki ng Menber W cker, and Di stingui shed
Menbers of the Veterans Affairs and Arned Services
Comm ttees; thank you for the opportunity to testify before
you today on the current state of the Transition Assistance
Program and the steps that should be nmade to conti nue
noder ni zi ng and reform ng the program

| have spent nmy entire federal career serving veterans.
This is ny passion and that of ny team who carry out our
m ssion every day across the entire country. DOL is the
federal lead for enploynent and training prograns, within
DOL, VETS's mssion is to prepare Anerica's veterans,
service nmenbers, and mlitary spouses for neani ngful
careers, provide themwth enploynent resources and
expertise, protect their enploynent rights, and pronote
their enpl oynent opportunities.

VETS admi ni sters enpl oynent prograns for transitioning
service nmenbers as part of TAP. Successful enploynent is a
key to econom c success and can strongly inpact physical and
mental health, |ife expectancy, and the quality of life.

Qur Anmerican Job Centers are one-stop |locations that offer a

broad range of career and supportive services to the public,
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and veterans receive priority service for all DOL-funded
training prograns. That is why it is so critical that DOL
VETS is at the table today, and that we continue to have a
seat at the table with our federal partners and to ensure
the success of transitioning service nenbers and veterans in
the future.

Today, | would like to highlight four topics that wll
interest this conmttee. First, service nmenbers are
attendi ng DOL TAP enpl oynent wor kshops in record-breaking
nunbers. VETS adm nisters three core TAP enpl oynent
wor kshops: the one-day Enpl oynent Fundanental s of Career
Transition Wrkshop, the two-day DOL Enpl oynent Wor kshop,
and the two-day Career and Credentialing Exploration
Wor kshop.

In FY 2022, we provided instructions to over 266, 000
participants, which is over a 40 percent increase fromthe
previ ous wor kshop record in FY 2021. And our partici pant
survey results are very encouraging. In FY 2023, 97 percent
of participants indicated they woul d use what they |earned
in their own transition planning, and 95 percent reported
that their confidence in transition planning was enhanced.

Second, VETS is leading the way to transformthe TAP
enpl oynent space. Via the VETS Enpl oyer Qutreach Program
VETS is also asking U S. enployers to participate in the DoD

SkillBridge Program Last year, enployers provided 22,548
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enpl oynent-rel ated DoD Skill Bridge opportunities to service
menbers across all services.

And in response to consistent feedback that service
menbers want nore personalized support beyond the classroom
envi ronnment, VETS created the Enpl oynent Navi gator and
Partnership Pilot, or ENPP. Since its launch in 2021, at 13
MIlitary installations, ENPP has served about 13, 000
participants, and prelimnary data shows that ENPP
participants earn hi gher wages than those who did not
participate in the ENPP.

Third, VETS s pilot prograns are a huge success. For
exanpl e, as of March 31, 2023, 96 percent of ENPP survey
respondents reported positive feelings after neeting with
their enpl oynent navigator and would recommend ENPP to a
friend or colleague. Additionally, 98 percent felt ENPP
partners nmet or exceeded their enploynent-rel ated
expect ati ons.

And our off-based transition training pilot provides
veterans and their spouses workshops nodel ed after our TAP
curriculumat |ocations across the active duty Mlitary
installations in areas with high veteran unenpl oynent in ten
pilot states so that they can get additional post-separation
assi stance when they need it.

Fourth, VETS will |everage data to inprove TAP

outconmes. Traditionally, VETS has only had access to data
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about TAP wor kshops and t hose workshop participants.
However, new initiatives such as ENPP have enabled VETS to
access enploynent outcone information on our transitioning
service nmenbers through a National Directory of New Hires at
the Departnent of Health and Human Services. DOL will
| everage this information to inprove programdelivery and
enpl oynent outcones, and we | ook forward to sharing the
out conmes of our research with our partners and stakehol ders
in the future.
In conclusion, our long-termstrategic goal for TAP is
for the nation to recognize mlitary service as a path to
hi gh-quality, civilian careers. The future of the country's
Al'l - Vol unteer Force across the Arned Services depends on
this recognition, and we |look forward to working with the
comrittees to ensure all veterans can secure a good job that
wll provide themw th career advancenent opportunities.
Thank you again for the invitation to participate in
this hearing with ny coll eagues from VA, DoD, and the GAQO
And | wel cone your questi ons.

[ The prepared statenment of M. Rodriquez follows:]
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Chai rman Tester. Yeah. Thank you for your testinony,
M. Rodri guez.

Next up from Gover nnent Accounting -- Governnent
Accountability O fice, we have got John Sawyer, Director of

Educati on, Workforce, and Incone Security.
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STATEMENT OF MR, JOHN D. SAWER, DI RECTOR OF EDUCATI ON,
WORKFORCE, AND | NCOVE SECURI TY, GOVERNVENT ACCOUNTABI LI TY
OFFI CE

M. Sawyer. Chairnen Reed and Tester, Ranking Menbers
W cker and Moran, and Menbers of the Commttee, thank you
for the opportunity to discuss GAO s recent work on prograns
that hel p service nenbers transition frommlitary service
tocivilian life.

Over the next few years, nore than half-a-mllion
service nmenbers are expected to take this critical step.
There are several federal prograns that provide benefits and
services to help service nenbers achi eve their educati onal
enpl oynent, and ot her goals, and overcone potenti al
chall enges in adjusting to civilian life.

Today, | would like to highlight our work on DoD s
credentialing programthat hel ps service nenbers obtain
civilian credentials related to their mlitary skills and
training. DoD s Transition Assistance Program which
provi des tailored counseling and classes to help service
menbers achieve their post-transition goals, and VA's Solid
Start Program which serves new veterans in their first year
after leaving Mlitary Service.

Qur work has found that oversight and inplenentation of
t hese prograns coul d be enhanced to achieve their intended

benefits. Since February 2022, we have issued ten
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recommendat i ons on these prograns. | am pleased to report
that VA inplenented our Solid Start recommendation to
further collaborate with veteran service organi zations to

i dentify and address outreach gaps for hard-to-reach
veterans. As a result, VAincreased its rate of successful
outreach to younger veterans and continues to regularly
coordinate with VSGs to enhance its overall outreach.

The renmai ni ng recommendati ons were directed at DoD and
its service branches. For exanple, we found that DoD s
credentialing progranms | acked adequate evi dence to show t hat
the progranms were working. As a result, we recommended t hat
DoD nore fully assess the effectiveness of its credentialing
progranms. DoD agreed and expects to inplenent this
recommendation in fiscal year 2025.

The renmai ni ng recommendati ons were issued in our
Decenber 2022 report on DoD s Transition Assistance Program
In that report, we found that attendance in the tail ored
two-day cl asses increased significantly since 2016.

However, the service branches waived over half of its
transitioning service nmenbers fromattending them Per
Service Branch policies, service nenbers who need maxi hnum
transition support nust attend a two-day class, but we found
that nearly a quarter of themdid not.

And finally, we found that nost transitioning service

menbers, 70 percent did not start TAP at | east one year in
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advance, as generally required. While the service branches
and the TAP Policy O fice collect and review perfornmance
I nformation on two-day class attendance and tineliness, they
do not fully leverage this informati on to understand and
| nprove results. W believe that better understandi ng root
causes for attendance and tineliness results would hel p DoD
| nprove service nenbers' ability to benefit fromthe ful
range of transition resources available to them

Ef fectively addressing the outstandi ng recommendati ons
woul d hel p DoD reasonably assure that every service nmenber
who | eaves the MIlitary receives the best possible chance to
succeed as they transition back to civilian life.

This concludes ny oral statenent. | would be happy to
respond to any questions.

[ The prepared statenent of M. Sawer follows:]
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Chai rman Tester. Thank you for your statenent. Thank
t he whol e panel for their statenents. There are two panels
today. | would ask the nenbers on the rostrum and we get
four mnutes to ask questions. So get your good questions
up so we don't run over, because otherwi se, this would be an
i ncredibly long hearing, not that it shouldn't be because it
IS I nportant.

| amgoing to start ny questions with you, M. Sawer,
since you are warned up. |In your review of the transition
process, did you identify -- you tal ked about they didn't
start to -- many of themdidn't start transition one year in
advance; did you identify the reasons why?

M. Sawyer. Thank you for that question, Chairnman
Tester. In our report, we did not specifically identify
reasons why individuals were not starting the Transition
Assi stance Program one year -- at |east one year in advance
of their anticipated separation or transition date. But
what we did find is that there is information available to
DoD to allow themto assess the results, and that is why we
recommended that they identify the root causes to try to
under st and.

Chairman Tester. So we will go to you, M. Vazirani.
How does the DoD hold commanders, or does it hold conmanders
account abl e for providing service nenbers the need for

transition, the tinme they need for transition?
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M. Vazirani. Senator, thank you. The DoD is hol ding,
or observing and wat chi ng what the conmanders are doing.

And so we do that through collecting data on the Transition
Assi stance Program W have conpliance neasures and
timeliness neasures, we neasure conpliance across eight
domai ns, and we neasure tineliness whether the service
menber starts 365 days in advance.

Chai rman Tester. And what are you seeing with those
measur ement s?

M. Vazirani. Wat we are seeing is, as has been
reported, about 30 percent are starting on tinme. W know
that we have to nmake inprovenents there. W are providing
that data to the services. And one of the things that we
are also doing is, at the assessnent at the end of TAP,
understanding if there are barriers to that tineliness. And
what we are finding is that those barriers tend to be in the
area of three categories: involuntary separations which are
happening within that 365-day tinme period, m ssion
requi rements, and then al so personal deci sions.

Chairman Tester. So you are in a tough position
because everybody on this roster knows the Mlitary needs
every person they can get and keep every person that they
have available to them So | think the |ast thing you want
to talk about is transitioning folks out of the Mlitary.

But | think it is inportant that this is a group effort. It
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i s why everybody is here today. W have got you
representing the DoD, we have got Jacobs representing the
VA, we have got the folks on this panel that give us the
full gamut. W have got a nassive problemthat has been
around for along tine in nental health with the fol ks that
are comng out. And the statistics that | read in ny
openi ng statenent show that this is really nost prevalent in
enli sted nenbers.

So do you have; do you have, before |I nobve on -- just
real quickly, M. Vazirani, do you have any ideas on how we
can nmake it better while keeping our nunbers up in the
Mlitary?

M. Vazirani. Senator, as the Secretary said, nental
health is health, and we are very focused on assessing the
mental health of service nenbers and ensuring their nental
heal t h t hroughout their tinme of service, through the
congressional |l y mandat ed sui ci de prevention response.

Chai rman Tester. Yes.

M. Vazirani. W have inplenented, we are inplenenting
a program | ooki ng across and inplenenting a public health
approach, ensuring that we are fostering a supportive
environnment, that we are addressing stigma, that we are
I nproving the delivery of behavioral health care, and that
we are revising suicide prevention training so that

commanders and our first-line | eaders understand the signs

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

39

of where a service nenber may have concerns about their
mental health or behavi oral health.

Chairman Tester. Thank you. | wll go to Chairnman
Reed, and then Ranki ng Menber Moran.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you very much, Chairman Tester.

Qui ckly, M. Vazirani, what steps are you taking to get
conpliance with the statutory 365-day sign-up? There are
some circunmstances in which you can't, i.e. sonmeone who is
termnated fromduty prior to that tinme period? But what
are you doing specifically?

M. Vazirani. Senator, one of the things that we are
doing is we are in the process of integrating a single data
repository that will allow for that neasurenent and
providing that information back to the MIlitary Services and
to commanders. And when we think about the accountability
portion of this, we try to think about this non-
accountability necessarily froma punitive standpoint, but
fromwhat can we |earn? Are we understandi ng the best
practices? And are we sharing those best practices across
t he services?

Chai rman Reed. Well, thank you. One of ny experiences
Is that the transition fromuniformto civilian, DoD to VA,
the nost chal |l engi ng aspect is nedical health care. |
recall going up to Walter Reed in 2000, visiting and finding

peopl e who were there for six or seven nonths trying to get
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their VA eligibility or disability status to a | evel that
nmeets the Mlitary level. And the other issue, just the
first step. Have we successfully conbined electronic
medi cal records between the VA and the Departnent of Defense
yet ?
M. Vazirani. Senator, the Departnent of Defense has
conpl eted the depl oynent of the electronic health record
Wi thin Kronos, with the exception of the Lovell Center in
Chi cago, and we are working with our partners at the VA to
i npl enent that. W are taking all of the | essons we have
| ear ned through the Kronos inplenentation and appl yi ng that
to ensure that we have a successful inplenentation at
Lovel I .
Chai rman Reed. But we are not operational yet; are we?
M. Vazirani. W are not operational between the two
systens; however, we do have visibility, so there is a
sharing of information between DoD and VA. So while the
el ectronic health record is not operational, there is a
sharing of information to coordinate that care, and ensure

continuity of care.

Chai rman Reed. Well, | would encourage you. | nean,
this is slightly off-topic, but not entirely. 1 would
expedite that. It is sonething going on now for a decade or
nore, and that would, | think, help snooth out the

transition dramatically.
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And what are the primary chokepoints, M. Jacobs,
Secretary, between VA in terns of healthcare? | understand
that VA does a separate independent disability assessnent;
is that true, that differs fromthe Departnent of Defense?

M. Jacobs. W have a joint programcalled | DES, when
a service nmenber is -- when they have a condition that
| npedes their service, where we can do a joint disability
process. But for anyone applying for VA disability
conpensation, that is a separate and distinct approach. And
the benefits that we provide, in ternms of disability
conpensation, are not only a recognition of the inpact of
the individual service, but they are also a gateway to other
benefits. They inpact healthcare eligibility, and the
criteria, the priority group wthin healthcare. It also can
informeligibility for other benefits and make connecti ons.

Chairman Reed. But the reality is that a DoD physician
coul d give soneone an 80 percent disability rating, that the
VA woul d i ndependently rate?

M. Jacobs. W are providing i ndependent assessnents
based on our rating schedule for disability conpensation
pur poses.

Chairman Reed. | think that is sonething that deserves
further coordination, and maybe even | egi sl ative support. |
think that would be hel pful. Thank you. | knowthis is a

very chal l enging situation. But the other point, too, |
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presune, and | have exceeded ny tinme. Just very quickly.
There is a mandate for an information session on nedical

heal th care opportunities that are specifically designed for
the retiring veteran?

M. Jacobs. Yes. And the one-day VA TAP Course that
we provide, we include information about health care, in
addition to the full suite of other benefits.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you.

Chai rman Tester. Ranking Menmber Moran.

Senator Moran. Chai rman, thank you.

Secretary Vazirani, both of my coll eagues who preceded
me i n asking questions have highlighted the need for, and |
think our view that the Departnent of Defense further
enphasi ze and act nore expeditiously. Wuld you confirmto
me that you understand and support the value of this
transition programfor the benefit of the servicenen and
wonen who serve today and the veterans they will be
tonmorrow? And tell nme what the inpedinent in the Departnent
of Defense and the branches is toward novi ng nore
expeditiously to neet the requirenents of the statute?

M. Vazirani. Senator, | do confirmour commtnent to
t aki ng care of people and ensuring that service nenbers nake
a successful transition so that they are successful; as a
veteran as well. W are working with the Mlitary

Departnments and Services to nmake sure that they have the
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i nformati on avail abl e about the starting of TAP and the
conpl etion of TAP, providing that information, creating
dashboards that the commanders have available to them and
their | eaders have available to them so that we have a

cl ear understanding of if there are any barriers to TAP and
addressing those barriers.

Senator Moran. Wsat, if any, is the pushback or the
| ack of enthusiasmfor conplying with the |aw by those you
are inform ng?

M. Vazirani. Sir, we have not heard any pushback
regarding conpliance with the law. | think the one thing
that we do is we trust our commanders to ensure that they
are bal ancing the readiness of their unit with the needs of
the individual. The one thing that we do understand, and we
have been taki ng advantage of, is this full year to plan for
transition so that the service nenber has tinme to custom ze
t hat approach for their expectations and for their needs.

Senator Moran. M. Sawyer, you highlighted, in your
testinmony, and in response to Senator Tester about the data,
i ncluding the |lack of two-day attendance as bei ng wai ved.
What the plan at GAOto try to push the services to take
statutory mandate seriously, and decrease the utilization of
their waiver authority?

M. Sawyer. Thank you for that question, sir. Now, in

our report we did not direct any reconmmendations towards the
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wai vers, we did notice that for sonme 53 percent of those
that were transitioning that waivers were granted. W are
not sure why that occurred. Qur scope did not allow us to
i nvestigate that. However, we did see that in tier three,
those that are designated as having the greatest risk of a
successful transition that sone 22 percent of those did not
take the class at all. And that is why we recomended t hat,
spend sone time, DoD should spend sone tine evaluating the
root causes. Is it conmmander support? |Is it the culture
change? |Is it mission requirenments? But what other reasons
that are driving this?

Senator Moran. |Is the timng of your recomendations
and the response to your recomrendations such that we shoul d
see further progress at the DoD, or the VA or the
Departnment of Labor in response to your recomendations? O
is this the course of business at the nonent?

M. Sawer. To answer that question, based on our
foll owup and di scussions that we have had with DoD and VA,
they are noving towards addressing these reconmendati ons and
| ssues that we have --

Senator Moran. So GAO feels confortable with the
progress that those two Departnents are maki ng?

M. Sawer. We --

Senator Moran. Al right. Let nme ask you this

guestion: Should | feel confortable wth the progress that
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these two Departnents are maki ng?

M. Sawer. | think you should feel confortable with
the progress. However, we have recommendati ons, and we are
going to nonitor the corrective actions, because this
reconmendation that is dealing with identifying root causes
is a tough recommendati on, that you really have to go bel ow
the surface and really try to identify reasons why these
tinmeliness and attendance results are such that they are.

Senator Moran. M. Sawyer, if | don't reach out to
you, would you reach out to ne with any concerns that you
have in the recomendati ons being foll owed?

M. Sawyer. Absolutely, sir.

Senat or Moran. Thank you, sir.

Chairman Tester. 1In lieu of Ranki ng Menber W cker,
Senat or Fi scher.

Senator Fischer. Thank you, M. Chairman.

M. Vazirani, within the TAP, how nmuch | eeway is given
to individual TAP offices to teach the curriculumso they
can tailor it to their needs? For exanple, if you have a
service nmenber who is going to sign up again, but that
doesn't show on their records yet, they still have to attend
the week-long class; is that correct?

M. Vazirani. Senator, if | can clarify your question.
| f a service nenber has gone through TAP, transitioned and

then cone back into service, is that the question, sorry?
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Senator Fischer. No. No. |If they are still in the
service, but wwth the requirenents and the tineline that is
there, they have to start the process, but yet their records
haven't kept up with their intentions, that they plan to
reenlist, for exanple. Are the progranms given any kind of
flexibility to be able to tailor it to certain instances?

M. Vazirani. Senator, the programis designed to
tailor to each individual. Each individual goes through an
I ndi vi dual assessnent, and they are tiered. They then have
a separation counseling to hel p them understand which
el ements of the TAP programw || be beneficial for them At
the end of the program there is also a capstone, which the
commander will sign off on conpletion. |If during that tine
period, the service nmenber decides they want to stay in
service, then there would not be a need to conplete the
program

Senator Fischer. ay. Do you think you have the
program appropriately staffed to handle the current nunber
of Mlitary personnel ?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we do believe we have the
current level of staffing correct. | think as we continue
to learn nore about the program we will continue to evol ve
that and determ ne whether or not additional authorizations
are required to fulfill the program But at this point, we

do believe that we have the right staffing.
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Senator Fischer. W have seen a GAO Study from
Decenber 2022, and it found that nearly 25 percent of
servi ce nenbers who needed that maxi mnum support didn't
attend the nmandatory two-day class. So what steps do you
see the Departnent needs to take or are you taking now that
woul d address that?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we are taking steps to get a
better understandi ng of why service nenbers are el ecting not
to participate. There are service nenbers who want -- as |
i ndi cated earlier, the personal decisions why they wouldn't.
So we are trying to get a better understanding of that. W
are al so ensuring that --

Senat or Fischer. Wat specifically are you doi ng?

M. Vazirani. So through the TAP assessnent, we are
digging into that and understandi ng those barriers. And
then the other thing, through the commander's capstone,
getting a better understandi ng of why that service nmenber
woul d not want to participate in that program

M. Jacobs. And Senator Fischer, if | mght add; one
of the things that we are doing is we are recogni zi ng that
TAP is a commander's program W are creating a visua
managenent tool so that commanders have greater visibility
of their transitioning service nenbers. It is work that M.
Boerstler is |eading through a hunman design elenent. W are

prototyping that tool, and if it is appropriate, | would
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|l ove for himto share a little bit about that.

Senator Fischer. That would be great. Wen you say
you are prototyping it, do you have a pilot programin
pl ace? Are you using it?

M. Boerstler. Yes, Senator. W are currently
actually testing it this week with conmand teans. So this
can not only include the conmanders thensel ves, but the
senior enlisted personnel that are supporting the
commanders' decisions. It will give them nuch greater
visibility, as M. Jacobs nentioned, to actually see which
units that they oversee are in conpliance with the 12-nonth
or 24-nonth requirenents.

This is a decision that has been co-designed from al
of our agencies, plus a few nore, including all six service
branches, and has been taken through our governance process.
So it is underway and it shoul d be avail abl e next year.

Senator Fischer. Thank you. Thank you, M. Chairman.

Chairman Tester. Senator Hassan.

[ Techni cal issue.]

Senator Hassan. -- really help build that sense of
community that is so inportant. Now, | will start with a
guestion to you, M. Vazirani. Senator Craner and |, as you

know, worked together |ast year to pass into |law of the
Solid Start Act, which requires the VA to call each veteran

three times within their first year of separating fromthe
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Mlitary to make sure that they know about and understand
the VA benefits that are available to them

In your witten testinony, you referred to the year
bef ore separation and the year after separation as the
critical transition period. The Solid Start Program hel ps
with the second half of that critical transition period.
How can we provide a simlarly tailored approach to service
menbers in the first half of that transition period as they
prepare to separate fromthe Mlitary, to help them plan for
and work towards their long-termgoals post-Mlitary
service, including for future careers? And | hope you were
able to hear that. Apparently, there was sone difficulty
with this speaker, this m crophone.

M. Vazirani. Senator, thank you for that question,
was able to hear the question. | appreciate it. As |
I ndi cated, and as | said earlier, we certainly believe that
mental health is health, and throughout the service nenbers
cycle of service, we do have checks on their nental health,
during that 365 days in the transition tinme period. W have
worked with our interagency partners in devel opi ng an
enterprise individual assessnent, and that covers nine
different domains. As we |ook at those, that is how we
understand how to tailor the program the Transition
Assi stance Program for that service nenber.

Senator Hassan. Well, thank you. And | hope that
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i ncl udes sonme real outreach simlar to what we are trying to
acconplish in Solid Start, so that everything doesn't rest
Wi th the service nenber to initiate the transition services.

M. Vazirani. Senator, it does. And in that, in that
I f a service nenber has had, through that nental health
assessnment, or interaction with behavioral health, and
mental health, they are referred to the In-Transition
Program whi ch hel ps themto understand what services woul d
be available, and help themtransition.

Senator Hassan. | understand that, and ny tinme is
short, so | will followup with you. But it is not just
about nental health, right? | nean there are other things
that veterans need, and they need that reach forward. So
| et us nove to one other question, because | continually
hear how service nmenbers feel unprepared to transition into
their new careers, or nove to new pl aces, because they done
have connections with | ocal community, sonething New
Hanpshire is proactively trying to deal wth.

So for exanple, Janes Roberg of Antrim New Hanpshire,
shared with nmy office his experience working for the New
Hanpshire Departnent of Mlitary Affairs, and Veteran
Services, this State Ofice has devel oped a variety of
resources to help transitioning service nenbers and vet erans
i ncluding a research book full of available state and | ocal

resources. Like many other transitioning service nenbers,
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James had no idea that there was a State Ofice like this in
New Hanpshire, and yet he eventually ended up working there,
and to this day continues to hel p educate other service
menbers on enpl oynment opportunities in the state. In New
Hanpshire we have worked to help address this gap in

knowl edge, because we val ue veterans in our conmunity, and
recogni ze their contributions to our workforce.

So | would ask that you guys respond to this in
writing, because | amrunning out of tine. But | amvery
interested in how we can ensure that nore service nenbers
get directly connected to state and | ocal resources that can
provi de neani ngful connections with the communities that the
veteran plans to reside in, before the veteran nmakes that
transition. Thank you all so nuch for your work.

Chairman Tester. There will be a nunber of questions
for the record. And | would hope that you all answer them
in a tinmely manner.

Senator Scott?

Senator Scott. Thank you, Chairman. First off, | want
to thank each of you for being here; thank you for caring
about our service nen and wonen, and their famlies, and
t hank you for what you try to do every day.

| amjust going to give you a couple experiences | had.
| was in the Navy and got out. Do you think anybody before

tal ked to ne about what | was going to do afterwards? Do
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you t hi nk anybody ever called ne afterwards? Nobody, ever,
nobody ever. In 2011 | becane Governor of Florida, and
right after I won the election | wel conmed sone Nationa

GQuard nenbers back from overseas, and 30 percent

unenpl oynent. Now, unenpl oynment was bad at the tinme, but 30
percent unenpl oynent, and their experiences, you know,
nobody was tal king to them about how to get a job.

So we put a lot of effort into -- in our state into,
one, nmaking sure people could get a job, and then a variety
of other issues. W also had a state agency that just did
Veteran Affairs, and the thing that surprised ne the nost,

It was there was no coordination with the federa
governnment, | mean, |ike none. They wouldn't give us any

I nformati on on who was getting out, and so, | nean there is
a big opportunity to help our famlies.

And so ny goal as Governor was to nmake Florida the
pl ace where you want to serve; and nunber two is, nmake it
the place where you want to retire. And so we did a variety
of things. And | have been up here five years, and | am
really proud of the things that the Arned Services Comm ttee
has done. The 2019 NDAA established progranms for counseling
Pat hways, for self-assessnents, for individualized initial
counseling, tier assignnents that reflect the service
menbers' transition preparedness, revised curriculum and

| nprovenent to the Transition Assistance Program
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There is just alot of -- | think this Armed Services
Commttee has done a | ot of good things, but we are here,
you know, in nmy state there is a lot of news from our
Vet erans Services organi zations, and also fromthe GAO
Report in 2022 that indicates it is not working the way it
should. And then we had a neeting yesterday, and you are
absolutely conmtted to getting this done.

But the GAO said that 90 percent of the transition
troops participated, but one-quarter did not even attend the
mandat ory two-day class. So there has to be a |lot of things
to make that happen. Florida is hone to -- we have 21
mlitary bases, three in the flight commands. | always
think it is the best place to serve, but | think there is a
| ot of opportunities that we have to nake it better.

So here, let me get to my questions, and | think we did
everything we could. | nean, we have wai ved every fee for
spouses. Probably one the biggest things we did was parents
that had a child in the Medicaid, and needed themto have a
Medi caid wai ver, they would go to the bottomof the |ist,
nostly. And we changed it, they went to the top of the
list. That changed people's lives a |ot.

So can any of you talk to ne about how you work with
your state counterparts? Because | assune nost states have
what | had; there is a state agency, and how do you work

with them now?
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M. Jacobs. Yeah. Thank you, Senator, for that
guestion. And | have to say you have an excellent veteran
| eader and advocate in "Hammer", Hamer Hartsell, who is the
Lead of the State Departnent of Veterans Affairs in Florida.

Senator Scott. Yeah.

M. Jacobs. It seens |like every tinme we have an
engagenent, he is there. W actively work with all of the
State Departnments of Veterans Affairs through the NASDVA
Program And one of the things that we are doing through
t he upgrade to our VA TAP curriculum is we are including at
the end of our day, for the last 45 to 60 mnutes, a portion
of the day where accredited VSGs in State Departnents of
Veterans Affairs can directly engage with transitioning
servi ce nenbers, because we know that personal relationship
Is inmportant. That when veterans go hone they are provided
wi th 200 pages of material on VA benefits and heal thcare
al one.

There are a |l ot of questions, and they have incredible
advocates in both accredited VSOs and state and | ocal
governnent who are there, and whose sole purpose is to help
connect themto those earned benefits. So we actively work
with them we actively seek input and feedback on our
prograns. | get feedback from Hanmer personally, when
sonmething is not going well, or he wants to say: Hey, you

know, your staff did a great job, you should recogni ze them

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

55

And so it is areally inportant part of our operating nodel,
and they are really val ued partners.

Senator Scott. Thanks. Thanks for what you guys are
doi ng.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Shaheen.

Senat or Shaheen. Thank you, M. Chairman. And thank
you all for being here. | want to nake sure | understand
some of the testinony earlier with respect to the TAP
program M. Rodriguez, | understand you to say that vets
are attending TAP in record nunbers; was that correct?

M. Rodriguez. Yes, it is. | amtalking about the DOL
version of TAP, that one-day TAP course.

Senat or Shaheen. Okay. So that is a different TAP
course than --

M. Rodriguez. Well, it is a single day that is
separate fromthe DoD and the Veterans Affairs days.

Senat or Shaheen. And how do you coordi nate with what
DoD i s doi ng?

M. Rodriguez. So we work seanl essly together as part
of the TAP Executive Commttee, the Joint Executive
Commttee, we work together to ensure that TAP is a seanl ess
transfer of information and share of resources to better
prepare that service nenber when they are preparing to
transition out of the Mlitary.

Senat or Shaheen. So if | ama service nenber, can | go
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to the DOL TAP rather than DoD TAP?

M. Rodriguez. It is the sane TAP, so there are three
mandat ory days: one day DoD, one day Departnent of Veterans
Affairs, one day DOL, and then there are two additional
optional days that a service nenber can take.

Senat or Shaheen. So what percentage are actually
attendi ng DOL's TAP?

M. Rodriguez. | don't have the percentage, Senator,
but | can tell you the nunbers. Roughly 148,560 service
menbers are goi ng through the one-day DOL TAP.

Senat or Shaheen. But | understood you to say, M.
Sawyer, that 70 percent of nenbers of the MIlitary who are
getting out didn't attend. Are you tal king about a
di fferent progranf

M. Sawyer. Thank you. The 70 percent relates to
those starting the program at |east one year in advance of
their transition date.

Senat or Shaheen. | can understand why veterans m ght
be confused because the coordination is challenging. And as
we heard fromvirtually both -- all the Chair and Ranking
Menbers tal ked about the nmental health chall enges and the
nunber of veterans who are at risk of suicide.

And M. -- is it Boerstler? | understand that you have
wor ked with our European allies about how they adm nister

their transition assistant prograns. Do veterans -- non-
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U.S. veterans face the sanme risk of suicide in their first
year as U. S. veterans?

M. Boerstler. Senator, | would have to take that
guestion for the record because we don't -- understand their
nmet hodol ogi es and how they neasure that rate, but | do know
that there are sone great prograns that our allies use as
well as our owmn. But | think we still have the best system

Senat or Shaheen. So when you tal k about those great
prograns, are there things that we should be adopting from
what our allies are doing?

M. Boerstler. | do think that we -- as | nentioned,
Senator, we do have the best system when we conpare to a | ot
of our allies and the way that they execute these prograns.
There are sone interesting use cases, particularly in the
United Ki ngdom and their Career Transition Partnership, but
in the intervening years, as Assistant Secretary Rodriguez
menti oned, the ENPP program for the Departnent of Labor
al most mrrors what the United Ki ngdom has been doing. It
has been very successful. So | think there is a lot we can
| earn from each ot her.

Senat or Shaheen. | appreciate that.

M. Jacobs, one of the things that we are hearing in
New Hanpshire is that too nmany veterans are not taking
advant age of the VA benefits, particularly for nental

health. It is the thene that everybody has referenced in
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all of the questions. So what can we do better?

M. Jacobs. Thank you very nuch for that question. W
know t hat when veterans connect and access their earned
benefits, whether it is disability conpensation, hone | oans,
education, or their VA health care, they have better health
out cones, they have better econom c opportunities, and it
decreases the risk for suicide.

Senat or Shaheen. Right. Gay. How do we do that?

M. Jacobs. Correct. So we are aggressively
continuing to do nore outreach. So during the transition
period, we are identifying where there are veterans
transitioni ng service nenbers at risk and providing a warm
handover. W have benefits counselors, we have Mlitary
service coordinators, and there are VHA liaisons on Mlitary
treatnent facilities.

Part of the way that we are doing that is through the
Solid Start Program where we are calling transitioning
service nmenbers three tines in the first year after they
| eave the MIlitary, at the 90-, 180-, and 365-day marks.

And the goal of this programwhen it was created, was to
address the very real nental health concerns that we are al
focused on. And the programis structured in a way where it
IS open-ended, so it is really tailored around responding to
t he veterans' needs.

Do they need a connection with a nental health
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counselor? And then we can connect themto a Vet Center, a
CBOC, a nedical center. Do they need a status update on
their clain? Do they need assistance with their clainf? Do
t hey need hel p pursuing housing? And so we have
opportunities like that. But it is also, to the point that
was made earlier, it is Buddy Check Wek. It is pronoting
opportunities for us, not only as a governnent, but as a
broader society, to support one another, to know the signs,
to | ook out for, so that when we see a fellow veteran, a
friend in crisis, you know that there is a place to help
them even if you don't have the resources to do it
yoursel f.

Senat or Shaheen. Thank you. Thank you, M. Chairman.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Schmitt.

Senator Schmitt. Thank you, M. Chairman. Thank you

all for being here, and the work that you do every day,

hel ping the folks that served us in Mssouri. W are really

proud. W have got three bases. W have got Whitenman Air
Force Base, we have got Fort Leonard Wod, and we have got

Rosecrans, which is the Air National Guard Base in Northwest

M ssouri. And so those fol ks that have comm tted t hensel ves

to this country, they deserve all the support and the best
support, which is why we are all here. So thank you for
t hat .

| wanted to ask just two questions, and | wll just
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throw it out whoever wants to answer. The first is Senator
Ossoff and | co-sponsored a bill that would support military
spouses as they are being reassigned to ease sone of the
regul atory burdens that exist as they are noving from pl ace
to place. What are just one or two things that we can do
better to ease that sort of burden? As they want to
continue their careers or business ventures as they are
noving from place to pl ace?

M. Vazirani. Senator, if |I may, | wll start. First
of all, thank you very much for the work that you have done
to support mlitary spouse enploynent. The one thing that
we are finding is really effective for mlitary spouses is
t he conpacts and encouraging the states to sign on to
conpacts. That portability, not only benefits an active-
duty -- the spouse of an active-duty service nenber, it
supports spouses of veterans, it supports all Anericans.

And so the nore that we can get states to sign on to those

conpacts, | think we will find that we will have greater
portability.
Senator Schmtt. Thank you. | don't know if anybody

el se had anything to add to that.
M. Rodriguez. Senator, | wll add a few things there.
Senator Schmtt. Ckay.
M. Rodriguez. One of the biggest challenges is our

mlitary spouses are at a 31 percent unenpl oynent rate, so
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t hey have the hi ghest unenpl oynent rate of any category
affiliated with the mlitary community. So we need to
figure out a way to protect mlitary spouses' enploynent
when they are transferring fromduty station to duty
station, or if their spouse is GQuard or Reserve, and they
are called to active duty, and that spouse has to take tine
away to take care of their famlies, or whatever things that
come as part of |ife when soneone is active duty, or called
to active duty.

So | think there are ways to protect mlitary spouses,
to give themthe courage to identify as mlitary spouses,
and finally -- and encourage enployers to actually enpl oy
these mlitary spouses and help retain that spousal
enpl oynent when soneone is called to active duty.

M. Jacobs. And | will add, at the risk of being a bit
parochial, we are actively looking to hire mlitary spouses
at VA. W know they are incredible m ssion-oriented
teammat es that need sonetinmes additional flexibility to
enabl e themto continue to support our mi ssion while noving
and in partnership with their spouse. So we are actively
working to do that froma VA perspective as wel |.

Senator Schmtt. | amsure this is probably true for
ot her senators, but | know that as | get around M ssouri and
talk to enployers, they are -- | nean, they are | ooking for

skill ed people. The |abor shortage obviously is a broad
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issue. But as it relates to Mlitary folks, and this
guestion has been asked in a few different ways but you
know, it is the United States Senate. Just because a
guesti on has been asked, it doesn't nean it has been asked
by everybody.

Your sort of take on: Wat are a couple of things that
we can do better to make sure that, you know, our Mlitary
servi cenmen and wonen, while they are in active duty, can
avail thenselves to as nuch of that training as possible as
they transition? Because there is a great need out there,
and | know that a |l ot of enployers are really | ooking for
peopl e who served the country as well. Wat are just a
coupl e of takeaways that we can take back home and work on?

M. Vazirani. Senator, | wll start on that. As we
t hi nk about the opportunities for mlitary -- the service
menber and the mlitary spouse to gain enploynent, or to be
successful as they go beyond, | think encouragi ng enpl oyers
to get involved in the prograns that we have, whether it is
SkillBridge, or our Mlitary Spouse Enpl oynent Program
t hose would be hel pful. | think the other thing, sir, that
woul d be really helpful is if we can encourage nore
Americans to tal k about the value of service, and the
benefits, and how successful veterans are. That wll help
us on the frontend as well as we encourage people to cone

i nto service.
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M. Jacobs. And | would just briefly add. You know,
one of the things | heard when | joined Hring Qur Heroes in
a community event with the health and |ife sciences industry
Is that oftentinmes conpanies will have incredible veteran
candi dates. They may not have a position that they can
offer them but they think it is a valuable resource. And
so it is making, kind of, that connective tissue a little
bit stronger so that they have got coll eagues in industry
who they can refer those incredible candidates to, even if
they can't offer a position at that tine.

Senator Schmtt. Thank you. Thank you, M. Chairman.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Mirray.

Senator Murray. Thank you very nuch, M. Chairman, for
having this hearing. Thank you all for being here.

There is no question that our service nenbers deserve a
seanm ess transition out of the Mlitary to VA services. 1In
ny hone state of Washington, DoD went live with its own
el ectronic health records programback in 2017. It has its
own chal |l enges, and | am sure you all know that when the VA
rolled out its EHR program it was not working the way it
shoul d have, and patient safety has been a very big concern.

So | want to nmake sure that DoD is working hand-in-hand
wth VA so that we can truly have a seanl ess electronic
health record systemthat is avail abl e across both agencies

to serve service nenbers and veterans alike.
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M. Vazirani, | want to ask you, can you share sone of
t he | essons DoD has | earned while you rolled out your EHR
systen? And how did you earn back the trust with providers
and service nenbers after you had significant periods of
system downt i ne?

M. Vazirani. Senator, thank you for that. As we have
rolled out our EHR, the things that we |earned, particularly
through that first time period, the things that we -- the
barriers that we had in utilization, we have |earned about
what we need to do froma usability standpoint to nmake the
EHR nore usable for the healthcare provider. W have
| ear ned about the training that we need to conduct to ensure
that there is a quick ranmp-up on utilization. And those are
sone of the things and sone of the |essons that we have
| earned and that we shared with our VA partners.

Senator Murray. Ckay. | appreciate that. | wanted to
ask you about wonen's service nenbers, because transitioning
out of the Mlitary is a challenging experience for al
service menbers, but it is particularly difficult for wonen
who face additional barriers in the civilian world.

Everyt hing from gender pay caps, to sexual harassnent, |ack
of access to childcare. And there was a study by Syracuse
Uni versity that 54 percent of wonen veterans who left the
service didn't feel prepared to navigate the resources

available to themin their | ocal comunities. That is
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conpared to 35 percent of nmle veterans.

M. Vazirani, has DoD tailored the Transition
Assi stance Program at all for wonen service nenbers?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we have. One of the things
that we do through that transition process, and particularly
in that -- understanding of what benefits are avail able, and
the care, we have tailored, particularly the education
around health benefits and how to access health benefits for
wonen. The other thing that we continue to do is focusing
on all veterans, but particularly for wonen, is to
understand, for those who nay have cone across or
encount ered sonet hing al ong the spectrumof harm the
resource is available to themthere.

Senat or Murray. Thank you.

M. Vazirani: Sol will turn to maybe M. Jacobs.

Senator Murray. Very good.

M. Vazirani. And he could talk about what VA woul d?

Senator Murray. Yeah.

M. Jacobs. Senator, we have what is called The
Wnen's Health Transition Training Program which provides
tail ored support and information for transitioning service
menbers, includes gender-specific health care information as
well as informati on about how to access benefits in a tinely
way. What | would say is, it is underutilized. So we are

working to try to get the word out and pronote and encourage
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think it is a valuable resource.

Senator Murray. GCkay. Thank you. And one | ast
guestion. In last year's Mlitary Fam |y Support
Programm ng Survey, 80 percent of the respondents said their
finances were a major source of stress, and nore than half
of mlitary and veteran famlies reported experiencing
barriers to savings over the previous tw years. Twenty-two
percent of currently serving Mlitary famlies, and 38
percent of Veteran's fam lies have | ess than $500 or no
energency savings at all. | think financial literacy is
critically inportant.

And M. Vazirani, in ny few seconds that | have left,
what is DoD doing, right now, to pronote financial literacy
and making sure that it is an integral part of the
Transition Assistance Progranf?

M. Vazirani. Senator, one of the things we do is,
fromthe very outset, fromthe tine a service nenber starts
i n boot canp, we make sure they understand what financi al
readi ness resources are available to them W provide
education, and training, and coaching, and access to
personal financial counselors throughout their tinme in
servi ce.

Senator Murray. GCkay. And if | can get a nore

detail ed response fromyou, | would really appreciate that.
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M. Vazirani. Sure.

Senator Murray. Thank you, M. Chairnman.

Chai rman Tester. Yeah. Senator Cotton.

Senator Cotton. M. Vazirani, | have heard reports
that former U S. service nenbers have been approached by
comruni st China and offered jobs that draw on their Mlitary
expertise to aid the PLA. This is already happening with
some of our European partners, veterans, oftentinmes through
professional mlitary conpanies in third-world countries,
| i ke South Africa. Wat steps, if any, has the Departnent
of Defense taken today, during the transition process, to
ensure that our troops are aware of this kind of activity,
and adequately prepared to resist these offers, especially
when done through internediari es?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we continue to be concerned
about the pacing threat of China, and the approach that they
take to try and underm ne what we are doing. W have
provi ded gui dance through the MIlitary Departnents on when
our service menbers are -- there is outreach from nal
actors. And Senator, | will be happy to get back to you
with the specific steps we have taken and the gui dance we
provi de.

Senat or Cotton. Yeah, could you please get back to ne,
in witing, on those steps, and al so what nechanisns, if

any, you have in place to track these kinds of offers?

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Because | do think it is a growi ng concern, like | said with
our European partners, but | worry about reports that it is
now occurring in the United States as wel |.

| believe that our Reserves play a crucial role in the
nation's defense by allowing the U S. to retain critical
skills and talents in our services while also allow ng
Active-Duty service nenbers to transition into the Reserves;
unfortunately, like the rest of the Active-Duty Mlitary,
the Reserves are facing historic shortfalls as well. Has
the DoD studied barriers to transitioning into the Reserves
fromthe Active Duty?

M. Vazirani. Senator, that is, as far as addressing
barriers to transitioning to the Reserves, we are | ooking at
that. W want to ensure that we -- particularly as we
continue to rely on the Reserve conponent, one of the things
we have been doing, we brought on our first Chief Tal ent
Managenment Officer. An area that we are |looking at is
perneability between the Active and the Reserve conponent
and providing that opportunity for service nenbers to nove
fromone to the other, Active to Reserve, but also the
opportunity to cone back into the Active conponent.

Senator Cotton. Ckay. |In the studies, has the DoD
I dentified any specific issues that create chall enges for
transitioning troops who may have gone into the Reserves,

but deci ded not to?
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M. Vazirani. Senator, if | can take that for the
record, and I will get back to you with the specific
findi ngs?

Senator Cotton. You may. One final and related
question; obviously, we want to make sure that every man and
wonman who wears the country's uniform and wants to | eave
the service is set up for success in civilian life, or in
the Reserves if they choose to go there. But | am al so
curious about barriers to remaining -- | shouldn't say
barriers -- drivers to transition when troops nay have
stayed on active duty. So as you are studying the
chal l enges that they have in the transition process, have
you al so studied the main issues that are driving their
desire to separate in the first place?

M. Vazirani. Senator, one of the things that we are
seeing now is we are seeing actually record | evels of
retention.

Senat or Cotton. Yeah.

M. Vazirani. And so we are benefiting fromthat, and
that is certainly helping us in end strength. One of the
areas that we have tal ked about during this panel that is a
driver for service nenbers to get out, is mlitary spouse
enpl oynent, and the opportunity for a service nenber's
mlitary spouse to al so have a successful career, and al so

contribute to the famly's financial readi ness.
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So that is an area that we are very -- we are working
very hard on to ensure that mlitary spouses have career
opportunities to support their service nenber, particularly
as we |l ook at our nodel, which typically requires the
service nenber to nove every two to three years.

Senator Cotton. Ckay. Thank you.

Chairman Tester. Senator Peters.

Senator Peters. Thank you, M. Chairman. And thank
you to our witnesses here today. Thank you for your work in
this area. | think we can all agree that it is critical
that our veterans have the support they need as they
transition into civilian life.

Which is why it has been a priority of mne, to
I ntroduce legislation that was signed into law to help
veterans who may have been wongly given a | ess than
honor abl e di scharge fromthe Mlitary as a result of PTSD
and TBI that was sinply not diagnosed; they exhibited
behaviors that led to a | ess than honorabl e di scharge, and
yet those behaviors were a result of PTSD and traumatic
brain injury.

That is why ny bill, which was signed into law in 2016,
allows for service nenbers, who have been di agnosed with
PTSD, or TBI, or other related conditions in connection wth
their service in the Mlitary, they can nore easily petition

to upgrade their status.
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W know whet her a veteran is entitled to VA benefits
depends largely on the discharge status that is assigned to
them And VA benefits play an absolutely critical role in
the successful transition to civilian life. It remains a
key priority of mne that the D scharge Revi ew Boards
continue to take these types of nental traumas into account
when they are reviewi ng these petitions. And to that end,
this year's NDAA included a provision that | authored,
calling on the GAOto conplete a review of the Di scharge
Revi ew Board's inplenentation of the |egislation.

But in order for veterans to access their newy earned
benefits through an upgrade, they first need to be nade
aware of the opportunity to petition. That as they are
suffering fromthe trauma of PTSD and ot her nental traunas,
they don't need to do that in silence; they can seek out
hel p, but they need to be aware that it exists.

So Under Secretary Vazirani, and Under Secretary
Jacobs, could you each descri be what your agencies are doing
to ensure those | eaving or have already left Mlitary
Service are aware of the opportunities to petition a
Di scharge Revi ew Board for an upgrade? And ny second
guestion to each of you is, are there opportunities or
addi ti onal ways to comuni cate this option, perhaps through
the Transition Assistance Progranf? Woever would |ike to go

first?
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M. Vazirani. Senator, first of all, | appreciate the
efforts that you have nmade to ensure that service nenbers
and veterans receive the benefits that they are entitled to.

We have been working with the Mlitary Departnents to
ensure that service nenbers who have been di scharged and
want to seek a change or correction to their record, or a
characteri zation of discharge are aware of those vehi cles.
Each Mlitary Departnent nmaintains their own website that
provi des i nformati on about the di scharge review process and
the Boards of Correction. W, in P&R, also nmaintain a site,
and then we work jointly with DoD -- excuse ne -- with VA
to maintain a website that outlines, and has an online tool

that will take an individual through the different steps

based on questions of what they are trying to change and how

to get to the right resource. And so we are working with
the VA on that.

At this point, | will turnto M. Jacobs.

Senator Peters. Thank you.

M. Jacobs. Yeah, Senator, thanks for your |eadership
on this issue. W know that veterans with an OTH di scharge
may be at higher risk for adverse outcones, so we are
actively working to increase our engagenent and outreach,
thanks in large part to M. Boerstler, who has worked to
create a journey map | everagi ng human-centered design to

under st and where the pain points and the opportunities are
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for us. And so we are using those insights.
We have had a couple of synposiuns within the

I nt eragency where we can | ook at the full lifecycle, but
al so with veterans who have OTH di scharges to understand
where there are chall enges and where we can nmake
i nprovenents. And finally, what | would say is, we are
wor ki ng on a regulation. W have issued draft regul ations,
and we are hoping to finalize that that m ght address sone
of these issues.

Senator Peters. Well, | look forward to continuing to
work with you.

M. Vazirani. Senator, if | may?

Senator Peters. Yeah, please.

M. Vazirani. One of the things you asked, your second
guestion was what are we doing -- what else will we do?

Senator Peters. Right, proactively.

M. Vazirani. Yes, proactively. So what we are doing
IS we are creating resources through our MIlitary OneSource
Programto tape webinars that will outline the steps that a
service nmenber would take. W are also devel oping a
| earni ng tool online that service nmenbers -- and those w ||
be resources that service nenbers will be exposed to during
t he TAP process.

Senator Peters. Good. Geat. Thank you

M. Boerstler. And Senator, | would just |like to add
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that VA's Solid Start, our outbound call program contacts
every single veteran, regardl ess of discharge type, to
ensure that they are equi pped with the resources they need.

Senator Peters. GCkay. Geat. Thank you.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Ernst.

Senator Ernst. Yes, thank you, M. Chair. And thanks
to all of our witnesses who are here today for your
testinmony. W all know, and as you will witness froma | ot
of the comments today, that |eaving the service is very
conplex, and it can be conplicated at tines, and | do
believe we all need to do our best for our country's best.
And that neans supporting all transitioning service nenbers
to be successful.

Many years ago, when | was a young woman, | actually
was part of the Arny Career and Alummi Program the old ACAP
program and worked at the Job Assistance Center. So one of
ny rol es was educati ng nenbers that were | eaving the service
on job enploynent, howto wite resunes, fill out job
applications. So | truly appreciated and enjoyed the tine
that | had at Fort Benning working with those service
menbers that were separating. But | know that there is a
| ot nore that we need to do. So part of this, beyond al
t he enpl oynent assistance, part of it is nental health
educati on, resource educati on.

And so M. Vazirani, the first year after discharge is
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al ways, | think, the nost difficult for those transitioning
menbers. And it conmes with that increased risk of suicide.

| know ny col | eague, Senator Hassan, had nentioned the Buddy
Check Program | was glad to partner with her on that
effort. But getting transitioning service nenbers connected
to the post-service benefits and resources they need as

qui ckly as possible really has the potential to | ower the

ri sk of suicide.

So to what extent does the Transition Assistance
Program provi de service nenbers other resources? Again,
beyond t he enpl oynent, and beyond educati on resources, we
want to focus on those resources specifically for nental
heal t h; what does that provide?

M. Vazirani. Senator, so through the Transition
Assi stance Program we do also want to ensure that the
servi ce menber has a successful transition, and so through
t hat assessnent process, as we | ook across those different
domai ns, we try and understand where a service nenber may be
at risk, whether it is at risk of homel essness, whether it
Is at risk because of nental health issues, whether it is at
ri sk because of spouse enploynent. So we try and tailor the
programto that service nenber.

I think another area that we have worked very cl osely
t hrough the Joint Executive Council and in our interagency

partnership is the Benefits at D scharge, and we have nade
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t hat process el ectronic, where we are sharing information
with the VA now. A service nenber now can nake that
application for benefits between 180 days and 90 days in
advance of separation, so that when they separate they wl|
have that benefit statenent, and they will get that paynent
earlier on. So that is an area that we have been

col l aborating with the VAon. And | wll turn to M.
Jacobs agai n.

Senator Ernst. Certainly.

M. Jacobs. And Senator, | have the benefit, the
participant's guide that all transitioning service nenbers
get when they attend the VA s one-day TAP cl ass, that
I ncl udes an overview that transitioning service nenbers
actually wite and try to tailor to their particul ar needs.
It includes opportunities for foll ow up.

Senator Ernst. That is good.

M. Jacobs. W also have benefits advisers where we
can make that warm handoff, and other staff who are there to
help with some of the nore personal questions that they nay
not feel confortable asking in a broader group.

Senator Ernst. Okay. Well, | truly appreciate that,
because I know back when | was working in that area, there
was a ot of work to be done. But | appreciate you closing
up that gap. One of the other areas is, of course, on help

with filing disability clainms. | could go on and on, but is
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there a way that those VA contract enployees who are
teaching that VA curriculumat TAP, are they all owed,

|l egally, to assist with VA clains? And what woul d be sone
resources or ways that we could assist there?

M. Jacobs. Yeah, no, thanks. One of the ways that we
are working to provide nore assistance to help with the
filing of clains is through the upgrades to our TAP 6.0
Curriculum which is going to launch in January. And
t hrough that change, we are going to add at the end of every
day, between 45 and 60 m nutes, for accredited VSGs, as well
as State Departnents of Veterans Affairs, to cone in and
speak directly to transitioning service nenbers and their
famlies.

And that is inportant for a couple of reasons. One is
to the point that you just said, there is a |lot of
information. W are conpressing 200 pages into a day. And
so there are going to be foll owup questions, and those VSGs
and State Departnents of VA can help in the foll ow ng days,
weeks, and nonths, either directly or through a warm handof f
to us.

Two is, there is a growing risk of predatory actors
trying to target veterans to get their earned benefits.

They are charging noney for things that are incredible VSO
partners, the accredited VSO partners and their state

governnents are doing for free and very well. And so by
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creating that touch point at the end of every TAP class that
VA offers, we are creating that warm connection and hel pi ng
build rel ati onshi ps that, hopefully, can be hel pful |ater
on.

Senator Ernst. Thank you. And to our Chairs, thank
you so nuch for the tinme today. And thank you to our
W t nesses.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Kelly has deferred to Senator
Si nema.

Senator Sinema. Thank you, Chairman. And thank you,
Senator Kelly. Thank you for holding this hearing today.
And thank you to our witnesses for being here today; this is
an exciting chance to unify our Active-Duty priorities and
VA priorities to address inportant concerns and to
strengthen the process all service nenbers go through when
transitioning to civilian life.

Arizona has five Active-Duty Mlitary Bases and over
20, 000 service nenbers that wll soneday, we hope, join the
al nrost half-a-mllion veterans already living in Arizona.

We are proud that so many veterans call our state hone, and
want Arizona to continue to be an attractive place to settle
incivilian life. Wen transitioning out of Mlitary
service, it is not enough just to have resources out there,
but our veterans need to be nade aware of all the prograns

t hat exi st.
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The Transition Assistance Programis often criticized
for being too brief and not giving veterans tine to retain
the informati on provided. Wen |osing the group safety net
of the MIlitary, our veterans need to be set up to pursue a
fulfilling career after their service. Arizona veterans
tell me that, while the Mlitary has given them an
I nval uabl e skill set, it can be difficult to transfer those
skills into the civilian workforce w thout career guidance
from peopl e that understand their unique circunstances.

So ny first question is about the Sergeant Dani el
Soners Veterans Network of Support Legislation. W were
proud to pass that into law. In fact, Congress had to pass
it twice, once each for the DoD and for the VA, Toget her,
these bills established a programwhere transitioning
service nmenbers identify |loved ones who will receive updates
fromthe DoD and VA, respectively, to help them be better
i nformed during the transition process.

Can you provide ne with an update on our pilot fromthe
law | wote, and any | essons that we have | earned fromthe
process?

M. Vazirani. So Senator, thank you for that
| egi sl ation and giving us the opportunity to connect to
those famly nenbers. | will have to get back to you with
-- for the record on the results of the pilot at this stage.

M. Jacobs. And | would just add, you know, personally
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| know ny wife hel ps make sure that | get to my annual
physical, that | do all the things, and | know that is a big
source of support for many transitioning service nenbers,
particularly given the breadth, the depth, the scope of the
I nformation that is being provided. So continuing to
encourage spouses is really inportant to attend. But we are
al so mndful that sonetines they just can't make it during
the day so -- or while they are actually still in uniform
so sone of the off-based training that DOL provides is al so
a really great resource, and then continuing to follow up in
the first year after they transition to try to connect those
dots as wel .

Senator Sinema. Thank you. | would like to follow up
with each of the Departnents on nore detailed information
about the success or challenges that the pilot is
experiencing. As nentioned in previous testinony transition
fromthe MIlitary can take a lifetine, in |ast Congress we
passed ny bill to Reduce Unenpl oynent for Veterans of Al
Ages Act. That lifted the arbitrary 12-year time [imt on
VA' s vocational rehab and enpl oynent, for VR&E Program for
veterans with service connected disabilities.

Can you provide an update on the VR&E Program
specifically any details on howit is being used by ol der
generations of veterans?

M. Jacobs. Yeah, Senator, | would have to get back to
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you for the record with nore details, but what | would say
s we have seen an increased demand for VR&E servi ces,
particularly in the aftermath of the PACT Act. It is one of
our nost inpactful prograns that we provide tailored to the
I ndi vi dual needs, and it hel ps many nore veterans as they
are figuring out howto transition in their career goals.
And so | would be happy to follow up with you or your staff
in addition to in witing.

Senator Sinema. Thank you. | appreciate that.

Anot her benefit for transitioning service nenbers is the
Skil |l Bri dge Program which has a great deal of support from
I ndustry partners at hone in Arizona, but once service
menbers becone aware of this programit is often too late
for themto participate. How can you better spread

awar eness and encourage participation?

M. Vazirani. Senator, thank you. W also believe
that the SkillBridge Programis a very effective program
One of the things that we are doing is, in the transition
counsel ing process is making sure that the service nenbers
are aware of SkillBridge as a transition program we are
al so ensuring that conmanders are aware of the benefits of
the programto ensuring the success of the transition of
that service nenber, so they get those experiences working
W th conpani es, and/or nonprofits, or state agencies in

order to put their skills to use and understand how t hey may
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civilian.

Senat or Sinema. Thank you, Chairnman.

Chairman Tester. Back to back Arizona; Senator Kelly.

Senator Kelly. Thank you M. Chairman, and thank you
Chai rman Reed as wel |, and Ranki ng Menber W cker, and
Ranki ng Menber Moran, for holding this very critical joint
hearing on the Mlitary to Gvilian Transition.

As a Navy veteran nyself | know how critical and how
cruci al support of our nation's service nenbers and their
famlies is to ensuring their continued success after their
service to our country. An Arny survey of young adults aged
18 to 28 found that nearly 21 percent believe that joining
the Mlitary -- and this surprised ne -- joining the
MIlitary puts their lives on hold. This perception could
not be further fromthe truth.

| ama veteran who took, you know, nmy tinme in service
in the U S. Navy, you know, started with training to be a
pilot, and then | was a conbat pilot. And then after that |
earned a Master's Degree in Engineering, and then went to
school to becone a test pilot, did that job for a while, and
| ater had the opportunity to serve at NASA as an astronaut.
| wasn't putting nmy life on hold.

You know, we need to be sharing the nessage about the

I ncredi ble honor it is to serve, and just the -- but | would
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also like -- that it is a great job because of the
chal | enges, because of the travel benefits, the teamwork,
the camaraderie, but also the focus on a nission, and how
great it is to have the opportunity to serve your country.
And we need to do that work by providing support for our
service nmenbers as they transition, as well as into their
transition frommlitary to civilian life.

So thank you to all the witnesses for being here, and
for your work to support the success of our Nation's service
menbers, and veterans, and their famlies. And | know t hat
a successful transition often requires a lot of tine, and it
requires planning, and it requires conversations wth
famly. Service nenbers need support to think about
pr of essi onal devel opnment froman early point in their
mlitary careers, whether that devel opnent will occur in
their service to our country, or whether it will be later in
civilian life.

And by begi nning these conversations early on we are
setting our service nmenbers and mlitary famlies up for
success. So | comrend DoD for significantly increasing
participation in DoD s Transition Assistance Program And |
know t hat DoD can do better, and can do better early on.

So Secretary Vazirani, and M. Sawer, how can each
service further inprove their career and professiona

devel opnent programm ng to support earlier integration in a
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M. Vazirani. Senator thank you for your comrents, and
| agree with you whol eheartedly that Mlitary Service is a
powerful way for Anericans to set thenselves apart while in
service and beyond their service. As far as starting
earlier, a nunmber of the prograns that we have that are not
-- that are aligned with but not specifically associ ated
with transition, for exanple, the Tuition Assistance Program
hel p service nenbers devel op -- either earn degrees, or
devel op credentials, certifications that will help themin
their Mlitary service, or beyond their MIlitary service.

The other things that we do are hel ping service nenbers
to translate the work that they do into what could be a
civilian career when they decide to transition, and that is
t hrough our credentialing program W help service nenbers
achieve credentials and we also help themtranslate the work
that they do through their MOS into career opportunities
under st andi ng where they can apply those credenti al s.

Senator Kelly. And M. Sawer, what else -- in the
remai ning few seconds | have -- how can Congress help you
with this, and inproving this process?

M. Sawyer. And thank you for that. The continued
oversight that you are giving and |I believe hol ding DoD and
t he agenci es accountable for inplenenting the

recommendati ons that we have given to themon this area.
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Awar eness, ensuring that service nenbers are becom ng aware
I s another area that could be helpful. And for the
Departnent we have issued recommendati ons asking themto
devel op performance goals with these prograns and eval uate

t hose prograns to ensure that objectives are being achieved.

Senator Kelly. Well, thank you both. And | think it
IS so inportant that we continue to get the nessage out that
serving inthe US Mlitary is not putting your life on
hol d. Thank you.

Chairman Tester. Senator Sullivan.

Senator Sullivan. Thank you M. Chairman. And
gentl enen, thank you for being here. | think this is a
really inportant hearing because we all know this is a w n-
wi n proposition for everybody, enployers, our country needs
hard workers, our nenbers of the Mlitary, their famlies to
be able to cone off active duty and go into a good- payi ng
job, and then to have a workforce where the nen and wonen
that you hire know what it is |like to have discipline and
get up at 0500, or 0400, or whatever, and be on tine, | nmean
this is a wn all over the place.

So | want to ask a specific question. | had a
provision that was in |last year's NDAA that encouraged DoD
to partner with [ ocal enployers, |ocal unions, the building
trades in Alaska, in particular, hire a | ot of nenbers

comng out of the Mlitary. And what | have seen is that a
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lot of tinmes it is really base-commander-specific. Maning,
a base commander at JBER m ght be like: Yeah, let us bring

t he uni ons and enpl oyers on base, our guys can start doing
transition stuff early before, you know -- one day before

t hey get out.

And then you have a new commander, and all that goes
away. So what my NDAA provision was to trying to get DoD to
focus on, kind of froma broad perspective, let us do that
across the board. And can | get an update fromany of you
on where DoD has been with regard to working with these
groups that hire? Like | said, local unions, a |lot of them
have a really good program the IBEW for exanple, has a
real ly good programin Al aska, in contractors, in the
construction trades. |If you have an update on that | would
| ove to hear about it, but you mght recall this provision.

And then | do want to -- maybe | will just ask the
second question next. It follows up on Senator Kelly's
question about credentialing, and the one area in particular
that | think is really inportant is the maritinme industry.
You mi ght renenber President Trunp signed an executive order
that would make it easier for transitioning Mlitary nenbers
in the maritine space to waive licenses, in allowng their
experience to count towards Merchant Mariner credentialing,
and other credentials. But again, these are super well

trained, ready to go, and sone sonetines we nmake it hard, a
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|l ot of times we nmake it hard.

So two questions | will throwit out to any and all the
W tnesses, but if you can take that first one first, and
then the one on credentialing follow ng up on Senat or
Kelly's question. Thank you.

M. Vazirani. Senator, so we continue to work with
enpl oyers, and try and expand the engagenent with enpl oyers,
to help transitioning veterans. So we continue to grow the
Skil | Bri dge Program

Senator Sullivan. Yeah. The SkillBridge programis
great by the way and | think it -- do you think it is going
wel | ?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we do believe it is going well.
We have had over 22,000 participants in the SkillBridge
Program | ast year.

Senator Sullivan. G eat.

M. Vazirani. A high percentage of those participants
convert to full-tinme enployee with their SkillBridge
internship. W are replicating that programfor mlitary
spouses, with the Mlitary Spouse Career Accel erator
Program providing themwith a 12-week fell owship, so that
they can gain that. And we are seeing an 80 percent
conversion there as well.

Senator Sullivan. Do you agree with ne it is alittle

bit base-commander dependent? And we could do a better job

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

88

of kind of naking sure everybody is on board with this, or
Is that just sonething | am seeing back honme in Al aska?

M. Vazirani. Senator, | do believe that there are
areas of the country where, particularly for service nenbers
who want to stay in the place they want to retire fromthe
| ocations they are in, that we can probably do a better job
engagi ng at the local |evel, and |ocal enployers.

Senat or Sullivan. Yeah.

M. Vazirani. And so Senator, that is sonmething that |

will take back. | would love to work with you and your team

Senator Sullivan. Geat.

M. Vazirani. -- to figure out how do we drive nore
| ocal engagenent at across the enterprise with consistency.

Senator Sullivan. Yeah. That is really inportant.
That is what nmy NDAA provision fromlast year was about.
And then real quick on credentialing, anyone who wants to
take that one on? | know it is a big topic, but it has got
so much promn se.

M. Vazirani. Senator, there we continue to focus on
our credentialing program W provide a tool that wl|
al l ow service nenbers to gain their credential, and a tool
also as well to figure out howto --

Senator Sullivan. Wen they are still on active duty?

M. Vazirani. Wile they are still on active duty --
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Senator Sullivan. Ch. Good.

M. Vazirani. -- to earn their credentials. And then
we engage with the Departnent of Labor through the U S
Mlitary Apprenticeship Program and service nenbers can
gain a Departnent of Labor Journeyman Certificate, and we
have over 93,000 participants in that program And M.
Rodri guez may want to comment.

M. Rodriguez. Thank you, M. Vazirani. Senator, |
just wanted to add that | spent a week in Al aska, and |
visited the Coomanders at JBER If you recall, during ny
confirmation hearing, and you asked ne to go to Al aska, so
we spent the week there.

Senator Sullivan. Thank you.

M. Rodriguez. | net with the conmanders. They said
exactly what you did: They wanted connections to the |ocal
community. W had our State Director cone; we actually went
to the American Job Center there at the local level to
ensure that they were connected. And we spoke to the
El ectric Workers Union out there, IBEW | visited them as
wel | .

Senat or Sullivan. Good.

M. Rodriguez. So there is a strong relationship at
the local community with the conmanders, but as you
menti oned, that often changes when the conmander does

change, they have a change of command, but the resources are
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understand that those resources exist and nmake sure that we
are continually, connect with the i ncom ng conmanders as
wel | .

Senator Sullivan. Geat. Thank you. Thank you, M.
Chai r man.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Bl unent hal .

Senator Blunenthal. Thanks, M. Chairman. As | go
around the State of Connecticut, and I am sure ny coll eagues
have t he sanme experience, what | find is, again and again,
smal | - and nedi um si zed busi nesses saying to ne: W need
people with skills, particularly in manufacturing. Every
year, | guess the estimate is 200,000 service nenbers
transition back to civilian life, that is a potential pool
of skilled | abor that right now, | amguessing, is only
partially used for manufacturing, particularly by those
smal | - and nedi um si zed busi nesses.

A Governnment Accountability Ofice rel eased a January
2023 Report that urged the VA to collaborate with veteran
service organi zations in identifying outreach gaps. The
conbi nati on of VSGs and snuall businesses, | think, offer a
real opportunity for apprenticeship, on-the-job training,
per haps even skills provided while on active duty in
anticipation of potential jobs outside.

The Mlitary is one of the great educational forces, if
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and the nunbers of people that it involves. So | would Iike
to ask this panel what your ideas are for enhancing the
skill training and job placenent in manufacturing, or snall-
and nmedi um si zed busi nesses around the country?

M. Rodriguez. Senator, | will take this question
first. | just visited an advanced nmanufacturing conpany,
Rockwel I Technol ogies, in Wsconsin, and their prem se was
t hey cannot hire enough veterans. They want to get nore
veterans into advanced manufacturing, so they are working
across the veteran community to make sure that they are
aware of these types of resources exist for training.
Apprenticeship prograns we know are extrenely val uabl e,
$80, 000 starting salary when soneone conpl etes an
apprenticeship program and a 90-percent hire rate post-
apprenti ceshi p.

So through our regional veteran enploynent coordinators
| ocated across the entire country, we are connecting
corporations and veterans across the entire country to these
types of opportunities. And we do this in conjunction with
the SkillBridge Program As they are working on
Skil |l Bridge, when they do get the opportunity to participate
i n DoD, for those who don't get to participate init, we
have opportunities that we are working to solidify with

conpani es across the entire country.
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Al so, as part of Task Force Mywvenent, which | sit on
t hat organi zation's structure there, we are |ooking at,
again, how do we align manufacturing organi zations to |ocate
this talent and nmake sure that they are connected with these
opportunities that exist?

M. Boerstler. And Senator, | would add as well, in
partnership with the Departnent of Labor and Departnent of
Def ense, we send a weekly email called "Vet Resources" to
about 14 mllion subscribers, veterans and their famlies
across the country. That includes links to jobs that are
routinely updated, sonetines daily, when we connect with the
corporate sector, the comercial sector, to fill these jobs.

And nore inportantly, | think the jointness that we,
you know, continue to share these resources with our
veterans and their famlies, through that channel, and many
others, is a great way to connect the dots between the
commerci al sector and our veterans.

M. Vazirani. Senator, the other thing | wll add, is
in the TAP program in the tailored instruction in the two-
day courses, there is a two-day course delivered by the
Smal | Business Administration that can hel p service nenbers
transitioning explore opportunities in small business,
either as an entrepreneur or working in a small business.

Senator Blunenthal. Thank you all. Thank you for your

service. And | hope, perhaps, the next panel will address
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this question as well because |I think the veteran service
organi zations can play an inportant role in this chall enge.

Thank you, M. Chairnman.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Tillis.

Senator Tillis. Thank you, Chair Tester. And thank
you, gentlenen, for being here. A couple of questions; |
was in here earlier, and one thing that | am curious about
is, to what extent does the TAP program enphasi ze and ensure
that we get a connection with the VA upon separation?

M. Vazirani. Senator, so in the TAP program one of
the specific core courses is a session that is |led by the
VA, so that is --

Senator Tillis. Yes. But | nean, we are |eading them
to water, but we know if you take a | ook at the nunber of
sui ci des that occur, on average, about two-thirds of the
peopl e who commt suicide every day are not connected to the
VA. So | know that there is -- it is obviously a natura
transition because it is a discussion about benefits and
everything el se, but to what extent does the TAP program
remai n focused on, not only |eading themto water, but
actually enrolling and becom ng connected? And | woul d be
al so curious, M. Sawer, if you have any observations on
t hat .

M. Sawyer. Senator, | will comment just briefly on

the particular piece that you nentioned about suicide and
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sui cide prevention. So through that transition process, we
conduct a mental health assessment. There is also a single
-- we are working on this, a single health assessnent with
the VA, so that if we identify that a service nenber nay be
at risk, or has been treated for nental health, then they
are referred into the In-Transition Program and then that
information is shared with the VA. So we start that process
early, and we are very focused on ensuring that there is
continuity of care so that in that transition period, the
365 days follow ng --

Senator Tillis. GCkay. M. Jacobs, do you have
anything to add? | amgoing to go fast, because | have got
one other point | want to nake related to it.

M. Jacobs. W think there is a noral inperative to
connect veterans to their earned benefits and health care,
because it is exactly to your point. Wen veterans utilize
their earned benefits in health care, they do better, and it
Is not only in terns of reduced suicide rates, but it is
better health outcones, better econonic opportunities.

So we have a one-day TAP course. One of the ways that
we are enhancing it is by including our VSO accredited VSO
and State Departnment of Veterans Affairs partners, and that
IS i nportant because, you know, this is 200 pages of
i nformati on about VA benefits and health care. It is a |ot

to digest in one day.
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Senator Tillis. And nost people aren't going to.

M. Jacobs. They are going to cone back with nore
questions. And our VSO partners and State Partners can help
t hem as one nore fact.

Senator Tillis. GCkay. M. Sawer, you have sonethi ng
to add, briefly?

M. Sawyer. Thank you. | would just |like to add that
GAO does have ongoing work that is |ooking at the nental
heal th and suicide prevention for transitioning nenbers, as
wel | as the warm handover process, and we would | ove to neet
wth you to --

Senator Tillis. | amgoing to make sure | stay within
time. But | did want to go back to sonething that Chair
Reed mentioned about the electronic health record, | have
been followng. | was on Senate Arnmed Services until | ast
Congress follow ng the electronic health record
i npl enentation. DoD, good on you all for getting it done.
We have got to get it done in the VA It is a long way from
bei ng done.

Until those two platforns are conpletely inplenented,

we probably need sonme duct tape and baling wire to get data

that we can use to better predict -- and better predict what
we should be trying -- | have said in this commttee before:
It will be great when we have a TAP audi ence of one. W are

not there yet. But one of the ways that we can get there is
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t hrough predictive analytics. And one thing that cane to ny
mnd is whether or not we should take a | ook at information
that we had in the electronic health record for the service
menber and see if we could use predictive analytics to say
that this person could be in crisis, and sadly, correl ate
that using historic records. Sadly, probably correlate that
to this veterans' popul ation who has commtted sui ci de.

And then if you start thinking: If there is a
statistical correlation there, then that should begin to be
sonmething that is very, very nuch enbedded in future TAP
prograns. My tine has expired. Thank you.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you, Senator Tillis. And on
behal f of Senator Tester, |et me recogni ze Senator Hirono.

Senator Hrono. | thank both Chairs for this hearing,
as | sit on both Conmttees. This is for Secretary Vazirani
and Secretary Jacobs, since | have both of you here. There
is a huge issue on QGahu in which veterans are having
difficulty accessing critical health care services at the
Mat sunaga CBOC, which is located at Tripler Arny Mdical
Center.

Can you both [ ook into what DoD and VA can do to nake
it easier for veterans to get on base for care and report
back to the Commttees and ny staff? | think this should
be, | hope, a pretty easy fix, because what is happening is

when our veterans try to get on base, they have their VA
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card, VA ID cards, and apparently that is not adequate to
get on base. And they are supposed to have a DoD- conpli ant
ID. So can both of you figure this out, and nake it easier
for veterans to get the care that they need fromthe

Mat sunaga CBOC?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we are certainly conmtted to
taki ng care of people, and beyond the transition point as
well. W are working through the Joint Executive Council on
access to bases for veterans. W are working through a
common I D, to develop a common ID that can be utilized. And
| certainly commit to getting back to you on a sol ution,

Senator H rono. Wy can't the VA, why can't they just
use their VA ID? Anyway, that is an idea. Rather than
requiring themto go get a whol e another |D.

Next question for M. Jacobs; regarding the Solid Start
Program does VA track -- during which stage of Solid Start
veterans stop responding to outreach? The idea is that, at
certain specific tinme franmes, the 200,000 veterans a year
are supposed to be contacted within 90 days, 180 days, and
360 days. Do you keep data on when they stop respondi ng?

And | would also |ike to know what are the questions
that they are asked? Because this programis supposed to be
a check-in to help address concerns, connect the VA wth
resources. So do they get asked things |ike; whether they

have experienced sexual assault during their tine in
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service, whether they exhibit suicide ideation? Wat kinds
of questions are asked of the VAs as you nmake these
contacts?

M. Jacobs. Yeah. Thanks, Senator, for that question.
So through our Solid Start Program we contact transitioning
-- recently transitioned veterans at three points in the one
year after they have left the Mlitary. It is usually
around the 90, 180, and 365-day nmark. 1In some cases, we can
connect with those veterans quite easily. W send an email
i n advance, meking sure that they know, because many
veterans don't answer -- many Americans don't answer phone
calls fromnunbers they don't know about. W call at each
i ncrement seven tines. So if we don't -- if we are not able
to successfully contact them we nove on. But then we
continue to try to contact.

And the goal here is really personalized, individua
attention. So it is really focused on, one, nmaking sure
that if there is a nental health crisis, that we can help
them But two, it is naking sure that we are connecting
themto the benefits and the care that they need, whether it
is an update on their status -- the status of their --

Senator Hrono. So | know what the purpose is of Solid
Start.

M. Jacobs. Yeah. Yeah.

Senat or Hirono. But is there a tinme frane in which the
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veterans stop responding to contacts within this one-year
time frame?

M. Jacobs. W have been able to connect with about 75
to 80 percent of veterans through the Solid Start. But |
woul d have to get back to you with nore specific data.

Senator Hrono. Isn't there a standard |ist of
questions that the contactor is asking so that they can
ascertain whether services need to be -- so they can be
connected wth services? Can you send ne those questions?

M. Jacobs. | would be happy to follow up. And we do
also try to make sure that it is open-ended so that we are
-- it i1s not overly prescriptive, but we can get back with
sonme nore detailed information on that.

Senator H rono. Thank you. My tine is running out,
but | did have one question, M. Chairman; both Chairs, if |
can ask about Skill Bridge.

Chairman Tester. For the record.

Senator Hirono. | think -- oh, shoot. You are not
going to let me ask the questi on.

Chairman Tester. | can't doit. W have got another
panel .

Senator H rono. GCkay. Sorry about that. | wll
submt the question.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Bl ackburn.

Senat or Bl ackburn. Thank you, M. Chairman, and thank
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you all for being with us. | think we all have plenty of
guestions. | want to stay with that Solid Start Program
M. Jacobs, if we can do that. So | want to be sure that |
amfollowng you on this. The veterans are contacted by
phone call 90, 180, and 365 days into the program is that
accurate?

M. Jacobs. Yes, Senator.

Senator Bl ackburn. Ckay. And then you confirmthat
t hey have received a nental health evaluation in the | ast
year of their service?

M. Jacobs. No.

Senat or Bl ackburn. OCh. Ckay.

M. Jacobs. So the goal is to try to identify, | think
the reason that the programwas stood up in 2019 was
recogni zing the first year post-transition is a high risk
for some veterans.

Senator Bl ackburn. Ckay. So then the -- | want to
confirmthat | heard this right, too. So the VA through
the VA Solid Start Program the VA receives information that
I's shared from DoD to VA?

M. Jacobs. Yes, Senator?

Senator Bl ackburn. Ckay. And that is what you use to
ascertain veterans that are eligible for these nental health
services, right?

M. Jacobs. Yes. So the --
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Senator Bl ackburn. Ckay. Al right. Let nme nove on
then. So the veterans are deened a priority, correct?

M. Jacobs. W do receive information for high
priority.

Senator Bl ackburn. Okay. So they are automatically
enrolled in the VA system and they have their profiles
flagged for |icensed professional nental health counselors

so that they can start that dial ogue; is that accurate?

M. Jacobs. No. They are not automatically enroll ed.

They have to enroll at their own discretion.
Senat or Bl ackburn. They have to enroll. So what is
the wait tinme to enroll?
M. Jacobs. | would have to get that for the record.
Senat or Bl ackburn. Ckay. So | wll submt that in

witing. Now, one of the things of interest tonmeis, if

you have got all this data and you are transferring it from

DoD to VA, why woul d an individual have to wait weeks to get

their information? | have got several veterans that are a

part of our team back in Tennessee and here in D.C., and it

makes no sense that one of our team nenbers had to wait 14

weeks to get their medical docunents fromthe DoD, and then

had to wait for VA to schedul e appointnents. So if you are

doing it for one sector, it seens |ike you could kind of
cl ean up the systemand do it across the board.

M. Jacobs. Senator, | would |ike to get the

101

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

102

i nformati on on the individual team nenber so that we can
personal | y address that, and also correct it --

Senat or Bl ackburn. Well, | think, wit large, just the
fact that people have to wait so long to get their
I nformation, then they have got to wait again --

M. Jacobs. Yeah.

Senat or Bl ackburn. -- to get an appointnent. Going to
the TAP program we have had a |lot of fun | ooking at this
with you all, into the TAP program | had sone comments
that | amgoing to take ny tinme to read, these cone from
di fferent nmenbers of our team | would like to note that
TAP -- let us see: He wi shed he went back to take advantage
of the program nore and appreciated the cl asses offered, but
he had managed a $180 million budget, and felt like this
program was one-size-fits-all, and he had to go back and
take the class on budget.

So these need to be personalized nore. Here are sone
nore comments, "Sone of the contractors that work there have
never successfully transitioned, thenselves. The contractor
teaching ny class howto get a D.C. and V-suite job in the
corporate world." He was a retired E6 that got his job
teaching our class right out of his retirement. So he had
no experience; "Wasting days teaching nme, a 20-year veteran,
how to do a sinple budget, handing ne a VA book and telling

me all | need to knowis in there." "Holding job fairs

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

103

every Wednesday that consist of a truck driver, L-E-O or
assenbly |line position. Resunes produced that are not just
| ukewarnt they are not helpful.” So I think that if we are
going to put the noney into this, then we need to see sone
personal i zation.

My tinme has expired. Thank you, M. Chairman.

Chai rman Tester. Senator King.

Senator King. Thank you, M. Chairman. Those of us
who are on both commttees, get twice the tine; is that
correct?

Chai rman Tester. D vided by two.

Senator King. Yeah, | see. Thank you. | figured. |
did want to nention there was sone tal k earlier about spouse
enpl oynent, and Senator Sinema, Lankford, nyself, and
Senator Fischer got a bill passed in the Senate about a
nonth ago requiring the federal governnment to allow renote
working for mlitary spouses at any government agency. So
that is a step forward. W need to get it through the
further process, but it has been passed by the Senate.

How much of this is |egislation, and how nuch is
i npl enentation? One of ny life nottos is, inplenmentation is
as inmportant as vision. And it sounds |like what we are
really tal king about today is inplenentation. And do you
need new authorities? Do you conme to us with

recommendati ons for any changes to the | aw, additi onal
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M. Vazirani, do you need anything further fromus? O
do you have the authorities you need, and it is just a
qguestion of working the systenf

M. Vazirani. Senator, thank you for that, and the
opportunity to express this; one of the things I think we
found is that the work through the Joint Executive Counci
has really helped in this collaboration, and in taking the
authorities that you provided us and inplenenting them

Senator King. | like the idea of the Joint Executive
Council. By the way do you -- does the Joint Executive
Council ever neet with veterans and veteran service
organi zati ons, have focus groups, polling, and just input
from your custoners?

M. Vazirani. Senator, the working conmttees do have
t hose ki nds of engagenents, and we do have them at the Joint
Executive Council as well. W do bring people into talk
through ideas. So we continue to work that. | think
t hrough that interagency process, we have worked through,
and we are understanding where we may have difficulties or
barriers; and Senator, as we do that, we would appreciate
the opportunity to cone back to you and | et you know if we
do need additional authorities.

Senator King. | hope you will. And | hope all of you

w Il take advantage of ny invitation to suggest any changes
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in authorities, any federal statutes that are obstacles to
the inplenentation. Here is a question that occurs to ne:
we are tal king about TAP, which |I understand is a nandatory
program \Wat woul d the base commander do if a soldier

ski pped a mandat ory weapon safety class? M suspicion is he
or she woul d make sure they got to that class. |Is this,
again, an inplenentation at the base commander |evel?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we continue to work through
that and ensuring that commanders who have the
responsibility to balance the m ssion readi ness along with
care for the service nenber. And that is why we have the
conmmander engaged at that 90-day point for that capstone to
review how the service nenber is engaging. And, as M.
Boerstler has indicated, we are creating that dashboard so
t hat a conmander can track how a service nenber wll --

Senator King. There is sonething seriously wong, if
70 percent don't neet the one-year guideline that is a
serious problem And it seens to ne that is an
accountability problem So | hope that is a priority.

We tal ked about credentialing. 1Isn't one of the issues
with credentialing state |laws, and to what extent are we
able to work with states and state conpacts? So if you
| earned to be a plunber or electrician in the Mlitary, you
don't have to go out and spend a year going through a state

process to get a license to be a plunber or an el ectrician.
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M. Labor, what is your view of that one?

M. Rodriguez. -- but | going to say, so | apol ogi ze
there. Senator, one of the things that was passed in 2021
that there was the ability for states to have reciprocity
agreenents with regards to accepting those |icenses and
credentials --

Senator King. And is that happening; that is ny
guesti on?

M. Rodriguez. That is one of the things we are
working on with the states. W are trying to ensure that
t hey understand, one, that that agreenents exist, but also
for the mlitary spouses to be educated about that as well,
as well as the Departnent of Defense's Legal Departnents to
ensure that they can provide support to those mlitary
spouses to have conversations with the State Departnents.

M. Rodriguez. | think that would be a place where
sonme enphasis should be placed to work with the states'
press, the states, because all the states tal k about wanting
to help veterans. This is one clear way they can do it.

| amout of tine, but one additional issue that has
come up in other hearings we have had is financi al
counseling that is necessary for many veterans because they
are suddenly out into the Wld Wst of civilian life. And
so financial counseling is sonething that is inportant.

Thank you all. And a hearing like this always focuses on
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t he negative, on what is not being done. You all are doing
alot. And | just want you to know that we appreciate it.
Thank you. Thank you, M. Chairnman.

Chairman Tester. So here is what is going to happen
because nature is calling sone. And we are going to take
about a five-mnute break for the panelists, be back -- | am
sorry to do that to you guys, but you know howit is. And
then get back. We will finish up, and then we will go to
t he second panel so. And you can go vote right nowif you
want. Ckay?

So we are adjourned for five mnutes. And it wll be
five m nutes.

[ Wher eupon, at 12:10 p.m to 12:15 p.m there was a
recess. |

Chai rman Tester. |f nobody el se shows up, we have got
about another 12 mnutes, and then we will get to the second
panel ; if you are good with those, Senator Budd.

Senator Budd. Thank you, M. Chairman. And again,
thank you all for the panel for being here today.

M. Boerstler, North Carolina has taken great efforts
to integrate veteran comrunities. It is sonething we hold
dear, and it is very inportant to us in North Carolina.
Here are sone exanples. NCServes, |launched in 2015, it was
the nation's first statew de coordi nated network for

veterans and mlitary famlies, and North Carolina
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comrunities were sone of the first to adopt the Conmunity
Vet er ans Engagenent Board structure in 2016, wth seven of
those CVEBs now locally | ed by nonprofit |eaders and working
very closely with the Departnent of Veterans Affairs.

North Carolina | eaders are also part of Mssion 85, it
is a three-state effort in North Carolina, South Carolina,
and CGeorgia, to align local, state, and federal, and
nonprofit resources to inprove the quality and continuity of
care for veterans along Interstate 85 in North Carolina.

You are famliar with those efforts?

M. Boerstler. Yes, Senator, very famliar. Thank
you.

Senator Budd. Geat. It seens |like we are |eading the
country in efforts to inprove veteran reintegration. So
that being the case, how would you |ike to see this nodel
-- it sounds like you are famliar with, how would you |ike
to see this utilized in other states?

M. Boerstler. WIlIl, thank you very nuch, Senator. |
think, with the | eadership of the Veterans Bridge Hone, in
particular, that help steward, the NCServes Initiative, you
mentioned, they are a critical part of our Vet Resources
Conmmuni ty Network, which is a nationw de comunity of
practice that shares these |essons fromNorth Carolina with
other states that want to align with a |lot of the objectives

that they have set out.
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And CVEBs, Community Veteran Engagenent Boards, as you
mentioned, are still fantastic |listening posts and
observation posts for us out in the field that can rel ay
cust onmer and enpl oyee experiences directly to the facilities
that are in their backyards, but also VA's Central Ofice.
So they are incredibly essential. They are the conduit
between that installation and that return hone to the
community. And we are glad to partner with not only these
partners, but also our State Departnents of Veterans Affairs
who are in tandem

Senat or Budd. Thank you, sir.

M. Vazirani, in your witten statenent, you state,
often, and | quote this, "Oten mlitary spouses find the
transition of their service nenber an ideal tine to begin,
restart, or re-energize their career.” So unfortunately,
that is also a statenent about a | ack of enpl oynent
opportunities while their spouse is in service. So would
you agree that though the Departnent -- that through the
Departnment, they should work to inprove spouse enpl oynent
opportunities, not just in transition, but also during
service?

M. Vazirani. Senator, we firmy believe that mlitary
spouse enploynent is critical to the successful service of
t he service nenber and to a successful transition. So we

are working very hard across the interagency, also with

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

110

states, to ensure that mlitary spouses have enpl oynent
opportunities. W also work with our corporate nonprofit
partners to ensure that there are good career opportunities
for mlitary spouses.

Senator Budd. Thank you. So what is the Departnent
doing to inprove spousal enploynment opportunities,
particularly when a mlitary famly relocates during the
transition back to civilian life?

M. Vazirani. Senator, so through our Mlitary Spouse
Enpl oyment Program there is a specific aspect through the
transition period called MySTeP, which helps a mlitary
spouse, through that transition process, finding new
opportunities. One of the new prograns that we have is
called the MIlitary Spouse Career Accel erator Program So
it is a SkillBridge-like program W engage with corporate
nonprofit partners, provide a 12-week fellowship for a
mlitary spouse. They gain pointed experience, and we are
seeing that we are having a very high conversion rate of
t hose spouses into full-tinme enploynent with their
fell owshi p sponsor.

Senator Budd. Let ne nmake sure | am not asking the
same question, can you talk specifically about DoD s
MIlitary Spouse Enploynent Partnership? | don't think that
is the sane one you were just referring to, unless it is.

M. Vazirani. So they are slightly different prograns.
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The MIlitary Spouse Enploynment Partnership is where we
engage with enployers to actually -- to bring on full-tine
hires. And we continue to grow that program |In fact, we
are inducting today, 130 new partners into our Mlitary
Spouse Enpl oynent Partnership Program

Senator Budd. So this MIlitary Spouse Enpl oynent
Partnership, the MSEP, what are current limtations to the
program if any?

M. Vazirani. | think the current limtation is just
expandi ng our reach, and hel pi ng enpl oyers to understand the
benefits of enploying mlitary spouses. W know t hat
mlitary spouses are, in nmany cases, significantly nore
qualified than their civilian counterparts. They have
hi gher | evels of education. W also know that through that
mlitary experience, they develop a |evel of resilience and
a level of ingenuity that proves themto be very successful
enpl oyees.

Senator Budd. Thank you. M tine has expired.

Chai rman Tester. Senator Budd, | appreciate yours and
Senator Rosen's patience. Senator Rosen.

Senator Rosen. And thank you, Chairman Tester. It is
a really inportant hearing. You know, our servicenen, how
we care for themas they transition, it really nakes a
difference. | want to agree with Senator King that

streanm ining and i nplenentation is always key to success,
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reduci ng the, | guess, paperwork is always the nost
stressful thing for people. So | want to tal k about a
Reserve and Guard denobilization.

So Secretary Vazirani and Secretary Rodriguez, these
are for you. | amconcerned with the denobilization process
for GQuard and Reserve Service nenbers transitioning from
active-duty orders back to Reserve status. The Reserve
conponent, they are required to conplete the TAP program
even though they are not separating fromthe Mlitary. The
TAP curriculumis tailored to individuals separating from
Mlitary Service entirely rather than returning to reserve
status in their civilian applications.

So instead of receiving help conpleting travel
vouchers, and rei nbursenents for costs incurred during their
nobi | i zati on and depl oynent, reservists are forced to take
cl asses tailored to those leaving the Mlitary and starting
new | ives as civilians. W have heard a | ot about this from
our Reserve nmen and wonmen in Nevada.

So as such, they nust figure out the burdensone, let ne
tell you, burdensone reinbursenent process on their own.

And the reserve conponents just face their own direct set of
chal |l enges, as they |ack access to day-to-day services
available to either active-duty troops, because they are not
at their 28 unit days of the nonth to be able to sit down

w th soneone for help.
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So | get to get language in the FY '24 NDAA t hat
encourages DoD to nodify the denobilization process for the
Reserve conponent to better address their needs and
ci rcunstances, and this requires the Commttee be briefed on
actions taken to inprove this process.

So for both of the Secretaries, Vazirani and Rodriguez,
how woul d you i nprove this Reserve conponent part so it
better focuses on what they actually need, particularly this
Is a huge stressor, this financial stressor, that they can't
figure out howto get their reinbursenents, their travel
vouchers? They are not getting out of the Mlitary; we need
to help themso they can continue their service. Please?

M. Vazirani. Senator, | think the area that we can
hel p that Reserve conponent nenber nmake that transition, and
to your point, they are not transitioning fromthe Mlitary;
they are transitioning fromtheir active service to their
-- back to their Reserve Unit, and to their -- so one of the
things that we will continue to do, and we are doing this
t hrough the interagency partnership, is how do we assess the
needs of an individual comng into the TAP program and
continuing to evolve the TAP program

And so an area here to support the Reserve conponent,

t hose nenbers, is an area that we recogni ze we should
continue to evolve, and we appreciate the support that you

are providing on that.
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Senator Rosen. Thank you. W would |love to see sone
reporting on how you are doing that. Please, M. Secretary.

M. Rodriguez. Senator, that is a great question with
regards to the Guard Reserves because they have uni que
requirements in their process of transitioning as well. One
of the things we have done is we executed an off-based
transition training pilot that began | ast year, and that is
allowing us to be at the local communities working with the
GQuard Reserves that allow us to work through their
I ndi vi dual needs when it cones to preparing for transition,
and/ or when they are looking for a job to nmaintain while
they are actually perform ng Guard Reserve worKk.

One of the things that we have seen so far at the TAP
sites, is that there is currently at ten states, over 7,000
servi ce nmenbers have been supported through the current
pilots, and we want to ensure that they al so understand t hat
if we are able to in the future, utilize American job
centers to support Guard Reserve, that woul d be anot her
requi rement -- or another resource, | amsorry, that would
all ow those Guard Reserve Menbers to utilize at the state
and | ocal |evels.

Senator Rosen. Al right, thank you. | amgoing to
| et the second panel. W really appreciate you.

And there you go, Chairman; both Chairnen.

Chairman Tester. Finally canme along. You should have
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come to the panel earlier, and we could have finished this
up a I ot quicker, Senator Rosen.

I want to thank the first panel. Needless to say,
thank you for the work you do. And al so needl ess to say, we
have nore work to do. So thank you all for that. And you
are dismssed, and we will start on the second panel.

[ Panel Two. ]

Chairman Tester. So | amgoing to wel cone the
W tnesses to the second panel, and | am going to apol ogi ze
up front; obviously, this is a big issue by the presence of
so many nenbers, which is a good thing. The bad thing is
that I wsh we could spend nore tine with you, the second
panel .

And on this second panel we have: Ryan Gl l ucci,
Executive Director of the VFW Veterans of Foreign Wrs.

W al so have Tom Porter, Vice President of Governnent
Affairs for Blue Star Fam i es.

W have Kevin O Neil, who is the Enpl oynent and
Education Policy Associate for the Anerican Legion.

And | ast but certainly not |east, we have Dr. Arthur
DeGroat, sonebody who has been in front of the VA Conmittee
before; he is Executive Director of the Ofice of Mlitary
and Veterans Affairs at Kansas State University.

And as soon as you get seated and you are ready to go,

| amgoing to turn to Chairman Reed for a comment.
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Chairman Reed. First of all, | welcone all of you, but
| want to particularly wel conme Ryan Gallucci, who is a Rhode
| sl ander, and a graduate of the University of Rhode I|sl and,
and thank you for your service in the Mlitary, and now at
VFW So go Rhodi. Thank you.

Chai rman Tester. And M. Gl lucci, you have the floor,

five m nutes.
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STATEMENT OF MR. RYAN M GALLUCCI, EXECUTI VE DI RECTOR,
VETERANS OF FOREI GN WARS OF THE UNI TED STATES

M. Gallucci. Thank you, Chairman Tester, Chairmn
Reed, Ranking Menbers Mran, Wcker, and Menbers of the
Comm ttees. Thank you for the opportunity to provide VFWs
remarks on this vital topic.

Nearly 200, 000 service nenbers exit the force each
year, which nakes regular joint oversight hearings like this
| nperative for today's Mlitary. A solid transition can set
up veterans for success after service; conversely, a failed
transition could | ead to devastating consequences |ike
unenpl oynent, honel essness, even suicide. The perception of
veterans after service directly correlates to the next
generation's propensity to serve; failed transitions hurt
MIlitary recruiting, making this a national security
priority.

The VFWis on the ground every day at nore than 20
Mlitary installations worldw de, working wth nearly 20, 000
transitioning service nenbers, or approximately 10 percent
of the transitioning force every year. Accredited by VA
our professional staff assists troops with Benefits Delivery
at Discharge or BDD cl ai ns, provide benefits' guidance, and
even provide VA benefits briefings when offered the
opportunity.

Last year, VFWfiled nore than 12,000 clains for
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transitioning service nenbers, ensuring tinely connections
to benefits |ike VA conpensation and care. W speak today
not only as veterans who have gone through TAP, but as
prof essionals who work in TAP every day.

The VFWtestified on TAP before the House earlier this
sumer. At the time we were frustrated by a | ack of
engagenent from VA. Thankfully, our collaboration with VA
has substantially evolved. The VFWis the only organization
that participated in nultiple TAP 6.0 pilots. W provided
f eedback on the 5.1 curriculumand are now col | aborati ng on
ways to ensure TAP partici pants have access to conpetent,
accredited representati on where practical.

This is why the VFWhighly recommends the passage of
the TAP Pronotion Act. W know the i mense val ue for al
troops to access accredited representatives. VA has
committed to nmaking this a reality. By codifying this
col | aboration, we ensure that nore service nenbers have
access to critical information and resources prior to
separation

Sadly, many are not offered the opportunity to even use
this program because they cannot attend TAP on tinme. Tinely
attendance in TAP is critical. Recently, a nmenber of
Chai rman Tester's own staff contacted VFWto file a BDD
claim Wen the VFWspoke to this staff nenber, we | earned

they had just one day to spare before they were ineligible.
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In a stroke of luck they had their records avail able, and
the VFWwas able to file before the hours'-Iong w ndow
closed. Had they waited even one day, they would have

m ssed an opportunity to apply for seanl ess care and
benefits.

Thi s probl em di sproportionately affects junior-enlisted
and junior officers, who conprise nost of the separating
force. Veterans Experience Ofice data indicate that this
Is a real problem with nost claimants reporting they file
after the uniformconmes off because they m ss the BDD wi ndow
entirely. The VFWclients indicate that this may be a
conmmand- | evel probl em demandi ng conmand- | evel sol utions,
such as evaluating | eaders on conpli ance.

Connections to community resources are also a force
mul tiplier that often nmeans the difference between a
successful -- excuse ne -- successful or unsuccessfu
transition. The law was witten to ensure conmunity
connections are nade for all separating service nenbers.
Unfortunately, DoD has decided to make warm handoffs only
for troops it determnes require the nost help. The lawis
cl ear, though: these connections are for everyone.

We cannot feasibly contort the TAP curriculumto neet
t he uni que needs of everyone leaving the Mlitary. This is
where countl ess organi zations that offer conmunity-based

services play a role. |If troops are going to coll ege,
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connect themto Student Veterans of Anerica chapters. |If
they want tech careers in Texas, connect themto Vets in
Tech. |If they want to work on Wall Street, there is
Four Bl ock. No one knows what challenges they will actually
face until the uniformfinally cones off. This is why
reliable community connections are so inportant. |If no one
knows these organi zations exist, they will not be able to
help. W only prevent service nenbers from slipping through
the cracks if DoD makes the connections as required by |aw

Finally, the VFWknows that famlies often play a
critical role in facilitating successful transitions, while
the service nenber focuses on conpleting their service
obligation. Spouse attendance in TAP is notoriously |ow,
but these classroons full of uniforned service nenbers, on-
base during the duty day, may not be the nost effective
vehicle. The VFWis a strong proponent of Labor's Of-Base
Transition Training Program which is why we recomend
either integrating VA benefits into OBTT, or testing an
OBTT-1i ke programaround Mlitary installations focused on
famlies.

Look, we have conme a |long way since the VOW Act.
Vet erans' unenpl oynent is down; know edge of benefits is up,
| nnovations that we heard about earlier, like SkillBridge,
Solid Start, Enployer Navigator, and Partnership Program are

avail able. But we still mss many of the transitioning
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servi ce menbers who need these services the nost. The VFW

bel i eves we have a key role to play in this, which is why we

are grateful for the dialogue with your Conmttees today.
Chai rmen Tester and Reed, Ranking Menbers Moran and

W cker, this concludes ny testinony. And | am eager to

answer any questions you or the commttee nenbers may have.

[ The prepared statenent of M. Gl lucci follows:]
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Ryan.
M. Porter,

TP One

you have the fl oor.
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STATEMENT OF MR. TOM PORTER, VI CE PRESI DENT OF
GOVERNMENT AFFAI RS FOR BLUE STAR FAM LI ES

M. Porter. Thank you, Chairnman Tester, Chairnman Reed,
for having the hearing. Blue Star Famlies is the Nation's
| argest grassroots MIlitary famly support organi zation, and
we are really at the heart of the issue that we are tal king
about here today, transitions, here today.

W are commtted to connecting mlitary and veteran
famlies with their neighbors and organi zations to create
vi brant conmmunities of nutual support. Qur groundbreaking
research is raising the Nation's awareness of the unique
challenges of mlitary famly life, both during and after
service. Qur innovative prograns are solving specific
chall enges for our famlies, such as fighting economc
I nsecurity with resources that foster spouse career
devel opnent, address food insecurity, building famly
strength with famly programm ng, and provide critical peer
support for caregivers.

Wth nore than 275,000 nenbers, including chapters and
communi ties all over the world, Blue Star Fam lies touches
nore than 1.5 mllion famly nenbers every year. By
cultivating innovative prograns and partnerships, we seek to
ensure that our mlitary and veteran famlies al ways feel
connect ed, supported, and enpower ed.

Blue Star Fam lies has 13 chapters across the country,
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whi ch provide virtual and in-person support, and | ocal
presence where various prograns, events, and services are
provided to mlitary and veteran famlies to help themfeel
nore wel cone and engaged in the community.

This past year, Craig Newark, founder of Craigslist,
conmitted $100 million to the support of veterans by
contributing to solutions for the nost pressing chall enges
facing veteran and mlitary famlies, including nental
heal t h, suicide prevention, housing and honel essness, and
food insecurity. As part of this generous contribution, he
al so made a personal commtnent to Blue Star Families to
start 12 new outposts to assist mlitary and veteran
famlies.

Qur outposts will build upon our existing chapter
structure, allowing us to partner with | ocal organizations
to bring events, prograns, and resources to even nore
veteran and MIlitary-connected conmunities worl dw de.

Transitioning fromuniformto civilian life is a
critical period for service nmenbers and their famlies,
which is why it is extrenely inportant that TAP is a
conpr ehensi ve, fam|ly-centered, and outcome-based program
that is delivered well in advance to service nenbers and
their famly nenbers before | eaving service.

A 2022 GAO Report said that over 90 percent of

transitioning service nenbers participated in TAP, but that
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nearly 25 percent of service nenbers who needed maxi mum
support didn't attend the mandatory two-day class. However,
our 2021 survey told us that over half, 58 percent of
veterans reported they did not attend TAP or any governnent -
sponsored transition assistance progranm ng. Furthernore,
41 percent of these veterans reported they and their
famlies disagreed that they were well-prepared to
successfully navigate the transition frommlitary to
civilian life.

There are eval uation gaps in services, and service
menbers, and dependents' accessibility of the services. It
IS a positive step that spouse enpl oynent has been
I ncorporated into TAP, however, child-friendly courses al so
are key to ensure dependents' accessibility. Qur perception
is there are actually fewliteral barriers to participation
for mlitary spouses.

Instead, it seens that there is a culture of
nonat t endance anong transitioning spouses that nust be
overcone. One of the biggest chall enges that spouses
I ndi cate they face in our research, has to do with nenta
heal th chal | enges, and the inpact they have on integration
into civilian society, marital issues, and several others.
It is our understanding that TAP includes sone cl asses about
I dentifying PTSD, and other nental health chall enges, but

not necessarily classes about how to manage these chall enges
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and their consequences. Specifically, we believe that
robust marital support progranms will help these mlitary
spouses.

So in addition to what we nornmally look at in terns of
transitioning wwth the TAP program a |ot of discussion
here, also inmportant that we haven't had a | ot of discussion
about here today, are sone of the nmjor prograns that
recently have been passed, |ike the Honoring Qur PACT Act,

t he VA has done an anmazing job reaching out to the veteran
and Mlitary and Veteran conmunity to encourage themto
enroll in their new benefits.

So over 600,000 cases of benefits have been approved in
the last year, and it is an incredible amount. And those
that get the disability benefits at the tine following their
separation that could be an enornous benefit and hel p during
that critical part of transition.

Al so, the honoring -- the John Scott Hannon Act t hat
was passed a couple of years ago; Blue Star Famlies is a
reci pient of one of the Fox Grants that were a part of that
bill that you passed, Senator Tester. W appreciate that.
W are in our second year that we have received that grant,
It is asignificant grant. W have done a | ot of good. W
have got sone solid feedback. What we are doing wth that
noney is we are training famly nmenbers and friends on how

to address veterans in this critical tine of need.

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

So great work on that,

appreci ate you having ne here today.

[ The prepared statenent of M.

TP One
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Chai rman Tester. Thank you, Tom

M. O Neil,

TP One

you have the fl oor.
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MR KEVIN O NEI L, EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATI ON PQOLI CY
ASSOCI ATE, THE AMERI CAN LEQ ON

M. ONeil. Chairnen Tester and Reed, Ranki ng Menber
Moran, on behal f of National Commander Daniel J. Seehafer,
and our 1.6 mllion dues-paying nmenbers, The Anerican Legi on
t hanks you for the opportunity to testify in Mlitary to
Cvilian Transition.

My own transition journey began as | was driving down
an unpaved road in Djibouti, Africa, with two of ny fell ow
Airmen. We were on our way to start our overnight shift,
and | proposed the question: Wiat do you plan to do when you
separate? Neither knew. The uncertainty in their responses
propelled ne to start thinking about the path that | would
take followwing ny mlitary career. After many nights al one
on depl oynent and a great deal of time to think, | nade the
decision to go back to school.

Upon separating fromthe Air Force, | enrolled at a
community college, and fromthere | transitioned to a four-
year university where | earned ny degree. | had finally
achi eved the goal that | set for nyself four years prior. |
went on to earn ny graduate degree, and all of that has |ed
me here today.

Wiile | amincredi bly proud of these acconplishnents, |
recogni zed that | was fortunate enough to have found ny path

wel |l before ny separation. This cannot be said for al
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service nmenbers, and | believe that this is why we are here
today. TAP offers a plethora of information that service
menbers can utilize to achi eve success post-Mlitary
service, but there are inprovenents that can be made. One
| nprovenent is seeing that service nenbers begin TAP no
| at er than 365 days prior to their anticipated separation.
According to a GAO Report rel eased i n Decenber of 2022,
70 percent of service nenbers are not conpleting TAP within
the mandated tine frane. Wth over 200,000 service nenbers
separating annually, that equates to around 140, 000
transitioning service nenbers who nmay have | ess than a year
to plan for their future. This is far too many service
menbers who may find thensel ves unprepared for the

transition to civilian |ife.

In light of the information gathered in this study, The

Anmerican Legion would like to offer a couple of suggestions
to remedy this issue. First, we can ook to the Veterans
Affairs Mlitary Life Cycle nodules, or M.C, as a best
practice for providing vital information regarding the
transition process. M.C nodul es conprise 14 conprehensive
i nformati onal sessions that allow transitioning service
menbers and their famlies to access the information

provi ded through TAP at any tine throughout their Mlitary
Service. It is a great tool that can be enul ated by ot her

f ederal agenci es.
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For instance, DOL offers a programtitled the
Enpl oynment Navi gator & Partnership Pilot. This program
of fers one-on-one career assistance to transitioning service
menbers and their spouses at installations worldwide. It is
an excellent opportunity for service nenbers and their
spouses to better prepare for civilian life by finding the
ri ght career.

If DOL were to create online nodules simlar to those
of fered through the VA's M.C nodul es, service nenbers and
t heir spouses woul d have greater access to infornation that
wi Il prepare themfor a successful career post-Mlitary
service. In addition to allowng for greater access to the
many opportunities available to transitioning service
menbers and their famlies, we would |ike to see an
application created that can be accessed at any tine
t hroughout one's MIlitary career.

This app woul d conprise the nodul es offered through
TAP, as well as the progranms offered by DCOL, DoD, and other
Executive Branch agencies. Through interagency partnerships
and the creation of a conprehensive Mlitary life cycle app,
we can ensure that service nmenbers and their famlies have
unfettered access to information that will assist in
transitioning to civilian life.

Not only do we want service nenbers and their spouses

to be successful in their post-Mlitary endeavors, but we
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al so want themto serve knowing that there are options for
themwhen it cones tine to separate or retire. This wll
al l ow service nenbers to be successful both in their
Mlitary career and post-Mlitary career, as it contributes
to a sense of security that cones only from having a plan.
Chai rmen Tester and Reed, Ranking Menber Moran, The
Anerican Legion thanks you once again for allowing us to be
here. And | wel cone any questions you may have.

[ The prepared statenent of M. O Neil follows:]
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Chai rman Tester. Thank you, Kevin,

Next ,

TP One

we have Dr. Arthur DeG oat.
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DR ARTHUR S. DEGROAT, EXECUTI VE DI RECTOR, OFFI CE OF
M LI TARY AND VETERANS AFFAI RS, KANSAS STATE UNI VERSI TY

Dr. DeGoat. Chairnen, Tester and Reed, Ranking
Menbers Moran and Wcker, Menbers of these Commttees; |, as
a third-generation Arny O ficer, amhonored for this
opportunity to address you today with ny insights on the
chal | enges of Post-9/11 era of veterans' transition. As a
conbat veteran, a human science researcher, a professional
practitioner of transition assistance through higher
education at Kansas University, and working with nonprofit
veteran service organi zations, professional consulting, and
nmy own personal coaching with over 120 veterans fromthe
ranks of Specialist to four-star General, | believe that |
have a uni que and rel evant perspective on contenporary
veterans' transition.

This year marks nmy 39th year in public service to our
Nation's Mlitary, in and out of uniform and for the | ast
18 years, | have worked extensively with our veterans
transition effort. So | amdeeply thankful to participate
wWith you at this joint hearing today on a subject of ny
great est personal interest.

For opening remarks, | wish to share a brief statenent
of ny strategic perspective on our transition chall enge.
The MIlitary separation system depl oyed at the inception of

the Al -Volunteer Force in the 1970s was adequate for many
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generations of Mlitary nenbers departing their service.

Soci etal workforce and generational dynam cs of previous
decades proved to offer nore favorable conditions for
effective transition for our Cold War and Gulf War |
veterans than we face today. However, we see today that far
too little research work was conducted then and now on the
practice of exit transition.

Thankful ly, for four decades, this gap of an enpirical
basi s needed to gui de veteran separation went |argely
unnoticed due to the presence of a large allied Mlitary
Def ense sector that absorbed up to 80 percent of
transitioning veterans into enploynent after their service.

As we entered the Post-9/11 era, where social,
econom c, generational, martial, and workforce conditions
had changed in significant ways, we found our Legacy
separation systens ill-suited to effectively assist our new
generation of service nenbers and their fanmlies to re-enter
civil life in the workpl ace.

Responding to this reality, we performed a process
| nprovenent approach to adapt our Legacy separation system
to a transition assistance nodel. Sone key changes
I mpacting nodern transition include the changed nature of
the workforce, a change froma human resource devel opnent
nodel to a talent acquisition nodel, dramatic change to the

very nature of work in the workplace, the econom c necessity
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for dual -working spouse famlies, and the increased
awar eness of the inpacts of behavioral health care and hunman
per f or mance.

From nmy research and practice, | believe that the sum
totality of these societal and generational changes,
conmpounded by a | ack of an evi dence-based approach to nodern
transition, were not adequately accounted for as we adapted
our Legacy Mlitary separation systemto nmeet Post-9/11 era
transition assistance needs. Wile many process
i nprovenents were nade reactively to our underperformng
systens of today, | find sone of these changes have been
I neffective when being applied to our transition system
some of these being addressed today in this hearing.

So today, we find our Post-9/11 era veterans having a
greater transition challenge than any previous generation
and having to serve as pioneers as the first generation of
veterans to face such a major cross-boundary career
transition and doing so while conpeting for entry with a
highly skilled incunbent civilian talent pool for careers in
new i ndustry sectors where our veterans have little to no
direct relevant experience in. Adding conplexity to this
current reality, we are also asking our young service
menbers to forge their post-Mlitary futures within a
process started just 365 days before they exit.

This is both daunting and unrealistic, given what we
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know enpirically about adults making these types of life
changes. My deepest belief is that our current TAP program
pl aces too nuch |ife decision-making upon our existing
service nmenbers too close to their departure, rendering a
state of | earned hel pl essness where our service nenbers
percei ved an actual need, or lack preparation to transition
questions if their innate belief is they can do so
successful ly.

In ny witten testinony, | offered several
recommendat i ons ained to overcone systematic chall enges in
our current efforts, including adapting from a one-stage
si mul t aneous process to a nore natural evidence-based
approach of a three-stage process of transition that
sequentially nerges with our retention efforts, that can
prepare our service nmenbers and their famlies for staying
or leaving in a tinme franme where essential resources and
assets and pl anni ng can occur over tine.

This would require an institutional culture where
transition is not viewed as a conpetitor to retention. Both
are sinply a natural aspect of caring for service nenbers
over their life course.

My witten testinony al so addresses the enpiri cal
realities of service nenbers' human capital and econom c
entry cost to civilian life and work that needs to be

addressed nore realistically than we are doing today. As
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wel | as conmmenting on the phenonena that as a result of

| ear ned hel pl essness, many transitioning service nenbers
pl ace an over-reliance on VA financial disability
entitlenments, becom ng a disincentive to do the hard work
for self-sufficiency and i ndependence.

In conclusion, | appreciate this opportunity to help
our Mlitary, VA and others as we continue to work together
to inprove this vital capability to care for our service
menbers and their famlies as they nove successfully into
civil society as proud, independent, and successful
veterans. | amalso ready to share sone insights on health
and wel | -bei ng i npacts upon transition perfornmance, as it
was hi ghlighted during the first panel.

| ook forward to your questions. Thank you very mnuch.

[ The prepared statenment of Dr. DeGoat follows:]
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Chairman Tester. Dr. DeGroat, thank you for your
testinony. As | thank all of you for your testinony. | am
just going to say one coment about you, Dr. DeG oat,
because these other fellows are in front of the conmttee
much nore often than you are, but | really appreciate you
t hi nki ng outside the box, and you do that very, very well.
And | appreciate that.

I want to ask to all of you, you guys heard the
previ ous panel; you heard the transition prograns that are
there, there is a lot of things you could say, and you coul d
eat up the next hour each one of you, but if you were going
to pick one thing, one thing that the Departnent of Defense
could do better and that the VA could do better, what woul d
It be?

And | will start with you, M. @Gll ucci.

M. Gallucci. Thank you, Chairman Tester. So one
thing that we believe VA can do better is the collaboration
that we are already working on, and that is the integration
of accredited representatives in the Transition Assistance
Program which is also supported by the TAP Pronotion Act.
The reason this is so inportant is that we know that the
peopl e who need this programthe nost are not linked to it.

We al so know that TAP can't be everything to everyone;
it is supposed to provide a baseline of information to

separating service nenbers. That is where high-touch,

139

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

140

vetted, accredited prograns and resources |like the VFW or
VSO peers, or state agencies play such a critical role.

Sone of the urgency of this: are the predatory actors
that M. Jacobs spoke to in the first hearing. W call them
“claimsharks". | want to share two stories. The first is
Joe Ziegler, our accredited representative on Fort
Wai nwright in Al aska; the service nenbers he neets with
regul arly wonder why they are getting solicitation emails
and aggressive online ads fromthese conpanies | ooking to
sign predatory contracts.

The second is a gentleman who is sitting behind nme from
the State of Tennessee, Preston Stewart, VFW nenber, who his
peers, within the MIlitary Service, recommended one of these
predatory conpanies to help himwth his benefits. So our
recommendation is to inject this into the Mlitary Lifecycle
nodul e so that |eaders at all |evels know what "right" | ooks
| i ke. There are aggressive predatory actors out there, but
there is lots of free assistance, conpetent, highly trained
assi stants ready to hel p.

Chai rman Tester. Tom

M. Porter. Thank you, Chairman. | think that we
would really Iike themto be able to | ook at the TAP program
through the Iens of what the famly nenbers want. Mybe
they are looking at it froma top-down perspective. Wat

does not only the service nenber want and his or her
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transition to civilian life, but what does the spouse want?
What does the child want? And then deliver on that in
person. A |lot of new possibilities have devel oped
opportunities with a virtual TAP, but they really need to
have the in-person, high-touch availability for these
opportunities.

And they need to be able to have these events when it
i's not just during working hours; they could be outside of
wor ki ng hours, because if a spouse has a job, if the service
menber is busy during the day, then there is | ess excuse for
themnot to be able to attend if it is outside of working
hours. | can tell you that recently forner service nenber
just trying to get a hold of anybody to do anything on the
Mlitary side outside of working hours it is al nost
| npossi ble. So they can do better on that.

And then how better to acclimate to the civilian world
than working in public-private partnerships to tell people
what it is like on the outside and the skills that are
necessary to nake that transition. And then, when you do
all these things, to be able to tell everybody about it.
Don't expect -- | would say that, |look at the way that the
VA is doing with the PACT Act. |If they can do a hundred
outreach events in a nonth's tine and see the progress and
the results that they are getting in terns of people

enrolling in the VA at this point, then they can do this,
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DoD and VA can both do this, in ternms of talking to
veterans, and talking to the service nenbers -- | amsorry
-- their spouses, their famly nenbers about the
possibilities of their training and their transitioning to
new opportunities in the civilian world.

Chai rman Tester. kay. And Kevin.

M. ONeil. Thank you for the question. |In reference

to the VA, | think that they can do a better job in

advertising their Mlitary Life Cycle Mddules. | think this

is a very inportant resource. Currently, only 30,000
partici pants have utilized this resource in the past year.

| think this could be greatly enhanced, and that cones with
better advertisenent and communi cati on.

Additionally, | don't think we need to see transition,
retention, and recruitnment in conflict. The Marine Corps
has proven that these things can coincide and work
effectively together with their Marine for Life Program
The Marine Corps currently has the best retention and
recruitnment of all branches of the Mlitary.

Chairman Tester. Thank you for that. Dr. DeG oat.

Dr. DeGoat. | believe the DoD has the opportunity to
make the greatest inprovenent to our TAP program and
particularly, to see the conflict between transition and
retention. | think we saw when we had Wunded Warriors, we

recogni zed that we weren't caring for themwell during Iraq
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and Afghani stan. And so what we did is create Warri or
Transition Battalions and sort of Recovery Units, and
putting line units, and line | eaders in charge of their
soldiers to help themget well.

And | think we need to expand the role of the activity
| eadership, in units, to start the conversations earlier
with their service nenbers, to nmake sure that they are
tal ki ng about the right things, and that their
responsibility -- they are responsible for their soldiers,

i f they choose to stay and re-enlist, or if they opt to

transition back to civilian life.

Chai rman Tester. Thank you, all. Senator Reed.
Chairman Reed. Well, in the spirit of our partnership,
Il wll yield to Senator Moran.

Chai rman Tester. (kay. Senator Moran.

Senator Moran. Senator Reed, thank you.

First of all, let ne conpliment M. O Neil. |
appreci ated your story about how you have |ived your life,
and how you thought about it, and the success that you have
had since service. And I thank you for your service, and |
wi sh you well in all the endeavors that now followit. You
captured ne with the kind of personal nature of what you
have experi enced.

And M. Porter, you nentioned Fox Grants, that captured

ny attention, too. | think it is one of the significant
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conponents of the John Q Hannon Act, and | rarely run into
anyone, or any community, or any organization that knows or
Is utilizing them And | amnot absent to community

| eaders, and | am not absent veterans. | am anxious to hear
your story about that grant in the two or three sentences
that you can tell nme, and maybe we can foll ow up nore.

M. Porter. Thank you, Senator. So we are in our
second year, Blue Star Famly, with the Fox Grant, $750, 000
the first year, and was recently approved for the next year.
And so what we do, we focused it on equipping famly and
friends on the training and the skill sets that they need to
be able to talk to that veteran service nenber during that
critical tinme, to get the help that they need, and which is,
as we all know, it is a very sensitive tine.

So it is an eight-week training. And our program it
Is called Upstream Solutions to Crisis, and that is within
Blue Star Fam lies, and we have so far conpl eted seven
cohorts, a total of 50 participants. So it is very in-depth
training, and we are very proud of that. And we are going
to be | ooking forward to doi ng nore.

Senator Moran. |Is this occurring across the country,
with Blue Star Famlies in a particular comunity taking the
lead? O this is sonething that you do nationally?

M. Porter. It is across the country, nationally. It

is. And we hope to expand it.
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Senator Moran. And does that nean utilizing technol ogy
to deliver that conversation, those services?

M. Porter. Sure, and in-person.

Senator Moran. Right; and in person. GCkay. Thank
you.

Dr. DeGoat, welcone back. | was rem nded by your
presence that the last tine you were with us, Chairnman
Tester called you: Hot, white, smart. And thanked you for
i nproving his inmage of Kansans by your presence today. In
your testinony, you say, and | quote, "Societal and
generational changes were not adequately accounted for as we
adopted our Legacy Mlitary Separation Systemto neet
current Post-9/11 era transition demands."”

You nentioned this in your response to Senator Tester's
guestion. | wanted to give you, at |least for ny benefit,
tell nme nore. You have done a |lot of research into Mlitary
life cycle, and touch points in mlitary careers | eading up
to separation. Wat should we know to take fromthat
sent ence?

Dr. DeGoat. | think societally this is a different
-- let me go back. W tend to see veterans as this
nmonol i thic archetype from generation to generation, but
there are significant generational differences between each
generation of veterans. Yet, we continue to just mildly

| nprove on sone existing | egacy systens as we nmanage themin
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all different processes of talent nmanagenent. But | think
we have to recognize that, generationally, these are
different people, the nature of their war experience.

| went to war one tine in 23 years for seven nonths.
Young veterans in three years have gone back and forth to
wars in two different theaters or three different theaters
in four years. The iteration of how we utilize soldiers
today has incredibly increased psychol ogi cal demands. This
Is the first generation that went to war where they are
present on the battlefield and the hone front because of the
presence of social nmedia and communi cati on technol ogi es.

The cognitive, nental, and noral demands on the current
generation of our service nmenbers, they are still managi ng
their honmes while they are nmanaging their soldiers on the
battl efield, concurrently. So and then the nature of the
wor kforce, we had a -- we had an econony and industries
where small unit | eadership, which is the majority of our
conbat sol diers, they have great experience in |eading
groups of diverse young people to do very conpli cat ed,
dualistic, hazardous things. And historically, they nmade
great |ead supervisors in manufacturing and industry.

But now we have know edge workers, and know edge
economes. And so | also believe strongly that one of our
shortfalls, in this generation, is the reliance on and

| ooking at the MOS skill -- the Mlitary Gccupational Skil
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-- nbst service nenbers take the ASVAB test, and it kind of
boils down to all -- fromthe whol e range of choices of what
they can do in the Mlitary, fromwhat they were tal ented
for and what they desire to do. It says: You can be a cook,
a truck driver, or a fuel handler.

So now as we start to transition, we are saying: Ckay,
| et us just credential you in that, and nake you do one of
those three things in civilian life. So | think the reality
I's, as our workforce today, where our service nenbers nay
have been sni pers today, but they don't want to be snipers
in the civilian world, even if they could. They are |ooking
for a bold transition, a cross-boundary transition to a new
i ndustry and a new life, where their soft skills, as
veterans, are very relevant, but their innate mlitary
talent is not directly rel evant.

So those are just a few exanpl es where, generationally,
t he wor kf orce has changed, our sol diers and veterans have
changed, and we have to have a transition programthat is
rel evant and that places themw thin those realities. And
ny witten testinony cites about 13 other areas,
specifically, where we are m ssing the nmark on being nore
rel evant.

Senator Moran. Dr. DeGoat, thank you. Chairmn Reed,
t hank you for your |eadership on the Conmttee, thank you

for your |eadership in the Arny Caucus with nme, and thank
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you for bringing our two commttees together for this
| mportant topic.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you very nuch, Senator Moran, and
gent | enen, thank you for your testinony.

M. Gallucci, you nentioned these shakedown artists
that are going after people as they retire. Have you been
I n contact, or any organizations, wth the Consuner
Fi nanci al Protection Bureau? That organization has a
dedi cated section for the Mlitary?

M. Gllucci. Yes, Senator. As a matter of fact, ny
col l eague who is with us today, Kristina Keenan, had
participated in a round table of CFPB on this |ast week. W
are in regular contact. W are also working -- Kristina had
worked with State Attorneys General to pen a letter in
support of reining in sone of these conpani es.

Chai rman Reed. Well, if you need any assi stance,
pl ease contact nme in ny office directly.

And M. Porter, | was tal king about the transition with
respect to health care. You say, froma very interesting
perspective, the famlies. Wat is one or two things that
we could do better in terns of transitioning active-duty
personnel into a transition to civilian |ife, maintaining
the best health care they can?

M. Porter. | amsorry. Are you tal king about VA

health care, or are you tal king about transitioning?

Scheduling@TP.One 800.FOR.DEPO

T P O ne WwWw.TP.One (800.367.3376)



10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

149

Chairman Reed. | amjust tal king about transitioning.

M. Porter. Ckay.

Chai rman Reed. Because, you know, many famlies don't
get VA but they have sone benefits, or they just need advice
as to howto sign up for the best programfor their famly,
bot h val ue and cost.

M. Porter. Right. As | was nentioning before, it is
really inportant to ook at this through the |l ens of not
only the service nenber, but the spouse and the child. Wat
are their needs? Wat are their school needs? Wat are
their enpl oynent needs, their health care needs, their
comunity needs? And to be able to fold in other outside
partners, so public-private partnerships can be part of
that. That could be able to give job training,
transitioning advice into the civilian career world. So
t hose are inportant things.

But the main thing is to ook at this fromthe
perspective of not just the top-down from what the comrander
t hi nks on the base, but what does the service nenber,
spouse, and children need?

Chai rman Reed. Well, thank you. And you, M. O Neil,
do you have any ideas in terns of this issue of nedica
transition; because | think it is inportant?

M. ONeil. Thank you for the question, sir. | do

believe that, as | stated, regarding the Mlitary life cycle
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nodul es, that resources can be better advertised and better
communi cated, and this should start day one in the service
fromyour first duty station when you first process. You
shoul d be aware of these opportunities. But having access
to virtual online nodules creates a sense of anonymty that
| think is inportant to service nmenbers because,
unfortunately, there is a stigna associated wth nental

heal th i ssues.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you. And Dr. DeGoat, | think
you have raised a fundanentally inportant topic, that is,
there is a real desire within the Mlitary to retain
personnel. And when you set up a systemthat sets up exit
routes that are pretty clear now, that seens to have a
tension with retention. You have raised this issue. Any
advice in terns of how do we blend those two together?

Dr. DeGoat. | think it is a perceived tension because
sol di ers, everyone, every soldier |eaves either by the end
of their service tour, or the end of a career, or by
sacrifice in conbat, or result, or just by separation. So
the fact that every soldier |leaves, and it neans that that
transition is just another part of -- it is the sane thing
as retention. It is the other side of retention.

I think when you show the soldier early on all of the
chal  enges of leaving, and all of the assets and

opportunities of staying for a while longer, | think they
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make a nore informed choice. | don't think the truth of the
value of Mlitary Service is a disincentive to stay. They
joined for the right reasons. And so | really don't think
in practice, it is really a conpetitive thing, one or the
other. | think actually it is the sane thing. G ven nore
opportunity to think about it early on, you are actually
coachi ng the person. You have nade a great choice, you can
stay here if you want, you and your famly, or you can
transition. And if you transition, here is, to do what you
want to do, these are the things you need to do between now
and then.

If you are ready for that, if you have saved noney to
start your own business, if you have got enough savings, and
a plan, and enough credentials to get the kind of
conpensation in your career, your future career that you
need to support your famly independently; health care,
child care, then you are ready to go. But if you are not
ready to go, then you continue to stay in the service, serve
honorably and usefully, and build those assets and resources
needed while you are in your uniformand prepare yourself
for that eventual transition

Chairman Reed. So the premise is that an individua
has to be i nfornmed about the benefits of continued service,
the values, and all the external, as well as the cost of all

those things. And then, at the same tine, they have to be
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made aware of what is avail able outside so they can make a
better judgnment. And do you feel we are -- very quickly, do
you feel we are doing that now?

Dr. DeGoat. W are not doing that, but I think we can
do that.

Chai rman Reed. Ckay.

Dr. DeGoat. | think it is just a culture change, and
we have to really |look at that and nake sure commanders
realize that is the right thing to do. It is not change
-- it is not going to drive -- it may inprove retention or
delay transition until the service nenber is nore prepared,
and their famlies are nore prepared. But not having that
conversation until the last year, and currently nodels, it
| ooks like transition is when retention fails.

Chai rman Reed. One other quick question, which is

basically a | ot of personnel wll nake that decision, you
know, they are going to relist, | amgoing to relist, and
then two nonths before their -- expiration of their service,

t hey suddenly throw up their hands: No, | amgetting out.

And those are counted in statistics as: Wll, you didn't
have the full year. | think we have to do sonethi ng about
that. | think they have to refine who falls into the

cat egory.

Dr. DeGoat. Yes, sir. M witten testinony shows

that transition in other industries is usually a three-stage
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process. It starts with confronting the reality of
eventually leaving. Then there is a stage of di sengagenent,
which is pretty nuch what our TAP programis now. And then
there is a period of resocialization that science says could
be up to three-and-a-half to seven years. So what we are
doing is essentially conpressing all three of those natura
adult transition stages into one, 365, and as many
testi nony, was made, we are asking |ife-changing -- young
peopl e to make |ife-changing decisions that will affect the
course of their life, too late, and not enough time to think
t hrough and build the assets needed to go to the next stage.

Chai rman Reed. Thank you.

Dr. DeGoat. So | think, sinply, that the opportunity
IS just to use the existing Mlitary infrastructure that we
used in retention counseling with unit |ine | eaders who know
t hose soldiers and famlies the best, use themto start
having the transition conversations with not being fearful
that that is going to encourage them out.

In fact, those conversations of show ng the
al ternatives and the options, which would suggest, you are
probably not ready after four years to take yourself and
your three children, as a junior enlisted person, wth very
little direct transferable workplace skills. You ought to
stay inalittle |longer, becone a non-conm ssioned officer,

get sone | eadership skills, get sone nore courses while you
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are here. Maybe it is tinme for your spouse to get ready

bef ore you get out, because then you will be a dual -working
famly.
Chairman Reed. Thank you very nuch. | want to thank

all the wtnesses. Do you have anot her comment ?

Senator Moran. If | could ask a question if you woul d
l et nme?
Chairman Reed. | will let you ask a question, but it

has to be succinct, and the answer has to be even nore
succi nct .

Senator Moran. Dr. DeGoat, please don't get ne in
trouble with -- if won't be ny fault; it will be your fault
if I amin trouble with Chairmn Reed.

You said sonmething, and I was witing it as quickly as
| could, and it had sonething to do with VA benefits. You
said at the end of your testinony, and what | wote was:

That it has a consequence in creating |less notivation to
pursue ot her options. Wuld you tell nme what you were
conveyi ng?

Dr. DeGoat. | will nmake this very concise. | believe
the frustrations that young people have when they are
separating with the transition programis that they then
start over-relying on seeking higher levels of disability as
a financial cushion, that becones a disincentive, where they

are spending all their efforts in transition on working the
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disability claimand ratings, at the expense of working on
I ndependence and reliance for transitioning.

Senator Moran. |Is there any suggestion in that answer
that the VA needs to enphasi ze nore educational benefits,
wor kf orce, workforce training benefits? O is this just
t hat peopl e have this expectation of nonetary benefits upon
their departure?

Dr. DeGoat. | think if the DoD transition program
-- inthe DoDif the transition programis nore effective,
as we tal ked about today with sone of these changes, then
that problemw |l solve itself. But |I think the |ack of
-- the perceived lack of transitioning well through the DoD
TAP programis causing an over-reliance and an overburden on
the VA for disability to be the sole source of their plan
for transition.

Senator Moran. Thank you.

Chai rman Reed. The last word has to be given by two
Rhode Islanders. So M. @Gllucci, please go.

M. Gllucci. Wll, thank you, Chairman Reed. |
wanted just to take a second to respond to Ranki ng Menber
Moran's comments, and Dr. DeGoat's comments as well. |
fundanental | y disagree that that is what is happening.
Unfortunately, this is the systemthat is set up. Wat we
see is that these benefits are often an enabler to economc

readjustnment and the like. | sit before you as a product of
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many VA programs. | am service-connected; | utilize VA
health care; | use the d Bill; | use the VA hone | oan.
Now, | believe that these have all owed ne and peopl e

like me to thrive after MIlitary Service agai nst other
factors. Wiat | will also say is that one of the things
that is mssing in the TAP curriculumis that the primry
mechanismfor eligibility for VA care, is that service-
connected disabilities. There is other policy nuance here
where i nsurance conpani es don't have to cover conditions
that result fromMIlitary Service, and that is supposed to
be covered by the VA

If I were injured on ny job with the VFW | woul d be
eligible for workers' conpensation. | amnot eligible for
that in the Mlitary. There is a reason that these benefits
exist. | invite the dialogue with Dr. DeGoat and with the
Commttee, but | don't want to understate the significance
of separating service nenbers applying for these earned
benefits.

Chai rman Reed. Well, thank you, gentlenen. | want to
t hank you for your testinony, and also for your service to
the Nation, your continued service to the Nation. |
appreciate it deeply.

W will keep the record open for a week. And the
hearing is adjourned.

[ Wher eupon, at 1:09 p.m, the hearing was adjourned.]
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