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More than a Salute

By U.S. Senator Tim Johnson

Friday, May 21, 2004 

June 6th marks the 60th anniversary of D-Day and the famous battle at Normandy, France. The landmark battle, which included over 5,000 ships, 11,000 airplanes, and over 150,000 servicemen, in many ways forecast the eventual victory of the Allied Forces. 

The battle at Normandy was decisive, but brutal. When the sand settled on the beaches the Allied Forces had suffered nearly 10,000 casualties; more than 4,000 were dead. 

In May, the National World War II Memorial was opened in Washington, DC on the National Mall. Situated between the Washington monument and the Lincoln Memorial, the memorial pays tribute to the men and women who served the cause of freedom with honor and distinction. Over the Memorial Day weekend, veterans of WWII gathered at a reunion on the National Mall and viewed the newly-erected memorial. In part, this memorial stands in tribute to the 68,000 South Dakotans who served and 2,200 that died in World War II. 

By lifting up these veterans and honoring their service, we remind all Americans that the day-to-day freedoms we enjoy came at a steep price. It is only by the toil and sacrifice of our outstanding servicemen and women that we are able to enjoy peace and opportunity. We must never forget this. 

In turn, I believe that the health care and benefits our nation's veterans have earned must be provided for. While the honors we bestow on our veterans are very real—we have promised that those who serve in our military will have access to timely and quality health care and will have education and training opportunities available to them. 

Unfortunately, the reality is that so many of our veterans have needs that go unaddressed. Whether it is long waiting periods for medical appointments or procedures, prohibitive co-payments for critical medication, or anemic benefits as the cost of living continues to rise, we must do more. 

These men and women who put their lives on the line doing work most would never do for any amount of money, deserve more than a salute and a pat on the back. We must address their health care and benefit needs as we have pledged. 

To that end, I introduced the Veterans Health Care Funding Guarantee Act, S. 50, to provide, for the first time, full funding for the Veterans Health Administration. It has become apparent that under the current Administration, the only way to fully fund veterans' health care is for Congress to require it. Under the President's budget, the VA would see a $2.9 billion shortfall in the coming year. That is why I am proud that a bipartisan array of nearly 30 of my Senate colleagues have announced their support for this bill. 

I have also introduced the bipartisan Keep our Promises to America's Military Retirees Act, S. 2065, to address the health care needs of military retirees by allowing them access to the Federal Employees Health Benefits plan—the program that covers members of Congress and their staff. The bill would also waive Medicare Part B fees for certain military retirees enrolled in Tricare. 

To address the issue of fluctuating levels of educational assistance, I introduced the Veterans' Higher Education Opportunities Act, S. 55. The bill would set assistance rates under the GI bill at the average monthly costs of tuition and expenses for commuter students at public colleges. 

Living up to the promises made to our veterans is as important to our retired military as it is to our current and future military personnel. Leaving the needs of America's veterans unaddressed directly undermines our efforts to recruit and train the best military in the world. 

Our men and women in uniform ensure our very liberty. The very least we can do for them is to keep our promises.

