
 

January 17, 2025 

WEEKLY GRASSROOTS NEWSLETTER 

*Voter Voice Campaigns have been suspended in order to gather statistics from the 
closing of the 118th Congress. New Campaigns will be published to align with the 
legislative priorities set for the 119th Congress.* 

 

Have you had a recent meeting or phone call with your member of Congress? Report 
your contact today! Click here to register your Congressional contact and demonstrate 
the power of The American Legion advocacy in action. 

 

MARK YOUR CALENDAR! 

February 22-26, 2025 – The American Legion’s 65th Annual Washington Conference will 
be held at the Washington Hilton Hotel. This conference provides an opportunity for 
Legionnaires to meet with their respective lawmakers and hear from members of 
Congress and VA leadership. The National Commander will also address attendees on 
legislative priorities during the National Commander’s Rally. More details, such as 
agendas and schedules, will be updated here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.votervoice.net/AmericanLegion/Surveys/7747/Respond
https://www.legion.org/get-involved/meetings/washington-conference


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE BATTLE OVER VETERANS’ HEALTHCARE: HOW THE 

REPUBLICAN MAJORITY HOPES TO RESHAPE THE VA 

 

This article’s original publication can be found here.  

 

https://thewarhorse.org/republicans-propose-bills-to-privatize-more-veterans-healthcare/?mc_cid=c09f2fcdf4


 

With the new Congress sworn in and President-elect Trump poised for his second 

inauguration, Republicans have queued up a number of bills that could widely expand 

veterans’ access to the private health care system, setting up the latest battle over VA’s 

reliance on what’s known as community care.  

Efforts to reform how the Department of Veterans Affairs provides health care to millions 

of veterans are heating up in 2025 as pressures to bring down costs and lower wait 

times for care mount.  

Republicans argue that VA is a bloated bureaucracy that is making a concerted effort to 

prevent veterans from accessing community care and forcing them to stick with the VA 

system to curb costs. Democrats, meanwhile, fear that the proposed legislation would 

strip VA of its ability to provide direct care, disrupting coordination and quality. 

Hanging in the balance are nine million veterans enrolled in VA health care, many of 

whom have frustrations with both VA and community care, and simply want medical 

care without long wait times and bureaucratic hurdles. 

 “We must keep the individual veteran as our North Star,” Cole Lyle, a Marine Corps 

veteran and director of Veterans Affairs and Rehabilitation for The American Legion, 

told the House Committee on Veterans Affairs during a December hearing. 

https://veterans.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?EventID=6601


The MISSION Act of 2018 aimed to strike a balance of modernizing and strengthening 

VA’s direct care service and offering community care, Lyle said, but the outcome so far 

has resulted in ballooning costs: The price tag for community care spiked from roughly 

$15 billion in 2018 to $28.5 billion in 2023. VA leaders worry that the level of spending 

will increasingly damage their ability to retain the staff, clinics, and hospitals needed to 

provide care. 

“VA would not be referring so many veterans out in the community if they had the 

capacity to serve those veterans in house,” Lyle says. “So at the end of the day, the 

veteran still needs to get the care they need when they need it.” 

Some veterans advocates want to see more money funneled toward improving VA’s 

hospitals, clinics, scheduling systems, and health records, rather than continue to pour 

funds into the private sector. But a handful of bills that Republicans revived before the 

holiday is a shift in the opposite direction. They include: 

• Securing Community Care’s Availability: Republican Congressman Mike Bost’s 

Complete the Mission Act 2024, in part, seeks to lock in distance and wait time 

standards that make veterans eligible for community care, rather than allowing VA to 

keep it as an internal policy that can be tinkered with every three years. The bill would 

also create a system for veterans to self-schedule community care appointments. Both 

Paralyzed Veterans of America and The American Legion acknowledge that this bill 

offers ideas worth exploring.  

• Health Savings Accounts: Texas Republican Rep. Chip Roy would allow VA to offer 

health savings accounts that veterans could use for direct primary care services 

outside the VA system. 

• No VA preapproval required: Arizona Republican Rep. Andy Biggs’s bill would 

greenlight a pilot program for veterans who could seek care in the community without 

VA preapproval, an idea the organization Concerned Veterans for America eagerly 

supports and says would “truly revolutionize the way we deliver veterans’ health care.”  

• Opening up Tricare: A bill proposed by Florida Republican Rep. Greg Steube would 

launch a pilot program to open Tricare Select, a government-sponsored insurance for 

active-duty military and retirees, to veterans with service-connected disabilities. Steube 

says this would give veterans “true choice” to use their Tricare insurance to seek out 

care in the communities where they live and not rely solely on VA.  

Suzanne Gordon, with Veterans Healthcare Policy Institute, a research and policy 

nonprofit, blasted the proposals as “irrational policymaking” intended to damage VA.  

“The Hilton couldn’t exist if the guests came in and [the Hilton] said, ‘Oh, we’ll pay for 

you to stay in the Marriott.’”  

https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/senate-bill/2372
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR03/20241217/117761/BILLS-11810267ih.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR03/20241217/117761/BILLS-1185287ih.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR03/20241217/117761/BILLS-1183176ih.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR03/20241217/117761/BILLS-1183176ih.pdf
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/VR/VR03/20241217/117761/BILLS-118214ih.pdf


Some Democrats and advocates are convinced the wave of bills is only the beginning in 

a larger effort to change the way VA pays for veterans’ care. 

“Committee Republicans’ recent legislative hearing makes clear that they intend to fast-

track legislation that would privatize more veterans’ health care in the next Congress,” 

Rep. Mark Takano, a Democrat from California, told The War Horse. “This is not what’s 

best for veterans.”  

In a recent interview with Military Times, Sen. Jerry Moran, a Republican from Kansas, 

who will now chair the Senate Veterans’ Affairs committee, said he’s determined to 

ensure access to community care, particularly for rural veterans.  

And Trump’s nominee for VA Secretary agrees. Doug Collins, a former Republican 

Congressman from Georgia, is now scheduled to face his Senate confirmation hearing 

on Tuesday after a delayed background check thwarted his appearance this week. In a 

November interview, Collins told Fox News he strongly supports veterans choosing 

where they get medical care.  

“We’ve got to get back to a system that puts those veterans patients first, and if that 

means they want to go to their own doctors then so be it,” he said. “We give them that 

opportunity to do it.” 

What’s become a political issue did not start out as one.   

In 2014, after an investigation uncovered the Phoenix VA hospital was concealing long 

wait times that led to the deaths of 40 veterans, Congress passed the Choice Act. It 

created access to community care if a veteran was unable to schedule a VA 

appointment within 30 days of their preferred date, or a veteran lived more than 40 

miles away from a VA hospital or clinic. 

Four years later, a new bill, the Mission Act, expanded the number of veterans who 

could seek care in the private health care system. It also swapped drive time for the 40-

mile rule because driving 20 miles in a big city can sometimes take longer than 40 miles 

in rural areas. Wait time guidelines have also been shortened in recent years. 

Since 2018, according to an internal VA report, community care referrals increased by 

an average of 15-20% every year, with a rising number of veterans seeking emergency 

care, geriatric care, and other forms of health care in the private sector. The report, 

generated by a panel of independent experts, also advised that VA focus on bringing 

veterans back into the VA system. 

VA has made efforts to do just that. The department experienced a 10% increase in 

health care appointments last year and the agency reported it had reduced average wait 

https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2025/01/13/new-senate-vet-affairs-chair-plans-focus-on-care-access-mental-health/
https://x.com/RepDougCollins/status/1856128107897299159
https://x.com/RepDougCollins/status/1856128107897299159
https://azpbs.org/horizon/2024/04/veteran-affairs-wait-time-scandal-10-years/#:~:text=In%20April%202014%2C%20an%20investigative,away%20while%20awaiting%20medical%20care.
https://www.publichealth.va.gov/exposures/publications/oef-oif-ond/post-9-11-vet-fall-2015/veterans-choice-program.asp
https://veteranspolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Red-Team-Executive-Roundtable-Report.pdf
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2024/05/24/va-says-it-cut-wait-times-primary-mental-health-care-veteran-enrollment-surged.html#:~:text=The%20average%20time%20it%20takes,exceeding%20the%2020%2Dday%20limit.


times, cutting the average wait time for primary care by 11% and mental health care by 

7%. Congress also addressed the issue of VA wait times as part of a sweeping bill 

signed into law earlier this month. It requires VA to develop a plan that ensures a 

veteran can schedule an appointment the same day they contact the agency with a 

health issue, and, when possible, even see a clinician that very day.  

Still, it’s not hard to find veterans who say VA is actively trying to prevent them from 

accessing private care in the community. Lyle, of the American Legion, says he hears 

from veterans who have appointments with doctors outside of VA authorized and then 

abruptly canceled, and there are stories of life-saving care that for a variety of reasons 

VA does not approve at all.  

But last week, in his final news conference before Trump returns to the White House, 

VA Secretary Denis McDonough bristled at the suggestion that the department is 

purposely denying veterans access to community care. “That’s patently, fundamentally, 

overwhelmingly inaccurate,” he said. 

He did, however, express that community care can’t keep growing exponentially without 

settling a larger debate about the risks that go with that, including, losing VA’s ability to 

offer certain types of specialty care or nixing primary care services. “Each of those 

would end up creating a different scenario for veterans, and each of those has 

significant costs,” he said.  

Still, even supporters of expanded community care say their goal is not to completely 

wipe out VA, but rather shrink the massive bureaucracy, perhaps scale back VA’s direct 

care, and let veterans skip the VA authorization process and choose their providers and 

specialists, an argument that appeals to many in the veteran population who are aging 

and increasingly in rural areas. 

“If you live in Great Falls, Montana, and it’s a three-hour drive to the local VA, there are 

doctors in Great Falls, Montana. It might just be better for you,” says John Byrne, 

strategic director for Concerned Veterans for America, an advocacy organization.  

But Joy Ilem, national legislative director for Disabled American Veterans, says diverting 

more and more care away from VA risks weakening a health care system that’s made 

for veterans, many of whom have complex and layered health issues, like toxic 

exposures, high blood pressure, anxiety, and other ailments that she says are better 

served by clinicians and specialists under one umbrella.  

Without VA taking the lead on care, “you lose a lot of that coordination piece,” Ilem 

says, “you’re on your own.” 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2024/05/24/va-says-it-cut-wait-times-primary-mental-health-care-veteran-enrollment-surged.html#:~:text=The%20average%20time%20it%20takes,exceeding%20the%2020%2Dday%20limit.
https://news.va.gov/press-room/va-improves-access-to-care-reduces-wait-times-for-new-patient-appointments-in-primary-and-mental-health-care/#:~:text=For%20new%20patients%20in%20April,more%20Veterans%20than%20ever%20before.
https://news.va.gov/press-room/va-improves-access-to-care-reduces-wait-times-for-new-patient-appointments-in-primary-and-mental-health-care/#:~:text=For%20new%20patients%20in%20April,more%20Veterans%20than%20ever%20before.
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/141/text
https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/investigations/2021/11/01/mission-act-aid-veterans-healthcare-va-isnt-letting-it/8561618002/
https://cv4a.org/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WIDOW OF AIR FORCE MISSILEER WHO DIED OF CANCER 
SECURES VA BENEFITS AFTER YEARSLONG FIGHT 

The article’s original publication can be found here. 

The widow of an Air Force missileer who died of non-Hodgkin lymphoma has finally 

secured Department of Veterans Affairs benefits connected to her late husband's passing, 

a major achievement as more troops who worked with America's nuclear missiles fear 

they may have developed cancer from their service. 

Jenny Holmes lost her husband, Air Force Maj. Mark Holmes, on May 12, 2020. He died 

at 37, approximately 30 years younger than the average age of those diagnosed with 

non-Hodgkin lymphoma, an aggressive blood cancer that attacks the lymph system. He 

had served on active duty at Malmstrom Air Force Base in Montana overseeing 

intercontinental ballistic missiles but was a reservist when he died -- which complicated 

the process for applying for survivor's benefits. 

Her fight to secure VA benefits was highlighted in a Military.com investigative series, 

supported by the Pulitzer Center, that explored the cancer concerns of Air Force 

missileers and maintainers who believe that the Cold War-era facilities they worked in to 

keep watch over America's nuclear missiles were filled with toxic dangers and 

carcinogens that made them sick. 

Read Next: Hegseth Grilled About Women in Combat, Officer Purge in Confirmation 

Hearing 

"Just receiving the VA benefits is a huge blessing, but I'm receiving the benefits because 

my husband's not here and he's not coming back, and so there's a lot of conflicting 

emotions," Holmes told Military.com in an interview Tuesday. "So, I was tearful. It's been 

over a four-year journey, fighting with the VA." 

https://www.military.com/daily-news/2025/01/15/widow-of-air-force-missileer-who-died-of-cancer-secures-va-benefits-after-yearslong-fight.html?ESRC=eb_250116.nl&utm_medium=email&utm_source=eb&utm_campaign=20250116
https://www.military.com/air-force
https://www.military.com/benefits/veteran-benefits
https://www.military.com/base-guide/malmstrom-air-force-base
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2024/03/07/they-stood-sentry-over-americas-nuclear-missile-arsenal-many-worry-it-gave-them-cancer.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2024/03/07/they-stood-sentry-over-americas-nuclear-missile-arsenal-many-worry-it-gave-them-cancer.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2025/01/14/hegseth-grilled-about-women-combat-officer-purge-confirmation-hearing.html
https://www.military.com/daily-news/2025/01/14/hegseth-grilled-about-women-combat-officer-purge-confirmation-hearing.html


Holmes had been repeatedly denied benefits since her husband died. Military.com 

reviewed screenshots and photos of the correspondence with the VA confirming this 

month that she qualified for dependency and indemnity compensation. 

Her yearslong struggle with the VA was not unique. Military.com reported that many 

missileers diagnosed with cancer after their service have not received benefits related to 

illnesses because they didn't think they qualified, or had been previously told their 

diagnoses were not connected to their military service. 

Holmes credits Military.com's reporting, among other outreach efforts from family, friends 

and grassroots organizations, as making it possible to spread awareness about her 

struggle. 

"I think every piece of the puzzle helped," Holmes said. "I think the media attention 

absolutely helped." 

Her late husband's father, Dan Holmes, a retired lieutenant colonel and former Air Force 

missileer himself, had started expressing concerns to military leaders and lawmakers 

about the case as well. 

"Beyond the financial peace of mind that we all have, what I think this decision does is it 

illustrates that the VA has finally recognized my son's sacrifice," Dan Holmes said. "We're 

hoping the Air Force will do the same." 

Last year, Military.com's investigation showed that two studies in the early 2000s raised 

warnings about potential cancer clusters among missileers at Malmstrom, but the service 

took no action. 

It wasn't until nearly two decades later, in 2023, that a Space Force officer and former 

missileer from Malmstrom released a presentation showing alarming cancer rates, 

notably non-Hodgkin lymphoma, among those who served at the Montana base. 

Shortly after that presentation went public, Air Force officials announced a large health 

study and environmental probe into all the intercontinental ballistic missile bases -- 

Malmstrom; Minot Air Force Base in North Dakota; and F.E. Warren Air Force Base in 

Wyoming. 

In November, Air Force officials announced that they had about 50% of the data they 

needed in the study. Based on those initial results -- which included Department of 

Veterans Affairs electronic records, as well as some cancer registries from the VA and 

Department of Defense stretching back to the 1970s -- those preliminary results did not 

https://www.military.com/space-force
https://www.military.com/base-guide/minot-air-force-base
https://www.military.com/base-guide/f-e-warren-air-force-base


appear to show higher cancer rates among those who worked with missiles as compared 

to the public and the rest of the service. 

More results in the ongoing health study are expected this year. Jenny and Dan Holmes 

hope that their effort to secure VA benefits will give hope to those missileers and family 

members who have been grappling to prove their illnesses are service-connected. 

"It's not been my goal, or I don't think Jenny's goal, to make Mark and his death an 

example or to set a precedent for anyone else," Dan Holmes said. "But if it does, then all 

the better. There are a lot of families out there who have already experienced the pain 

that we've gone through." 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LEGIONNAIRE OF THE WEEK 

To recognize the weekly accomplishments of our Legionnaires, we will spotlight an 
individual every week. These individuals demonstrate exceptional grassroots activism by 
meeting with/contacting their Congressional Representative/Senator to advocate for 
veterans. Efforts like these truly make a difference and give veterans a voice in Congress.  

John Compitello, New York 

John, for your steadfast advocacy of Legion priorities, we are honored to name you 
Legionnaire of the Week!  

This week, John attended a panel discussion at Rochester Forty & Eight with 
Representative Joseph Morelle, New Yor leadership, and a VA representative. The panel 
was a Q&A style discussion with questions coming from AmVets, VFW members, Legion 
members, Forty & Eight members, and other veterans in the community. 

Thank you, John, for your report and the time you have dedicated to the Legion’s 
legislative priorities.  

 



If you have made a Grassroots effort and would like to be considered for next week’s 
“Legionnaire of the Week,” please fill out the Congressional Contact Report Form here. 
You can also email us at grassroots@legion.org with the details. 

 

 
GRASSROOTS INFORMATION 

 
Interested in what the Legion is advocating for in Congress on The Veteran’s Role in 
Supporting the Military? Check out our information papers in the Legislative Toolkit. 
This is a great starting point for a conversation with your elected officials!  
 
As part of our ongoing Grassroots efforts, LegDiv staff is available to provide Grassroots 
Training tailored to the hosting Department’s needs. If you are interested in hosting a 
Grassroots training event, please contact grassroots@legion.org or 
 ejohnson@legion.org.  
 
You can find relevant legislation and the Legion’s stance on them in the key legislation 
section of VoterVoice. 
 
 

Register for Action Alerts today at 
https://www.votervoice.net/AmericanLegion/Register 

 

https://www.votervoice.net/AmericanLegion/Surveys/7747/Respond
mailto:grassroots@legion.org
https://www.legion.org/sitesearch/?s=sites%20legion%20org%20files%20legion%20documents%20Veteran%20s%20Responsibilities%20to%20Military%20FINAL%202%20pdff
https://www.legion.org/washingtonconference/241150/advocacy-toolkit
mailto:grassroots@legion.org
mailto:ejohnson@legion.org
https://www.votervoice.net/AmericanLegion/Bills
https://www.votervoice.net/AmericanLegion/Bills
https://www.votervoice.net/AmericanLegion/Register


 
 
 

UPCOMING CONGRESSIONAL HEARINGS 

 

As of 9:00 am on Friday, January 17, 2024, the following hearings are scheduled: 

• Tuesday, January 21, 10:00 AM – Senate Veterans Affairs Committee, Nomination 
Hearing: Nomination of the Honorable Douglas A. Collins to be Secretary of 
Veterans Affairs 

• Wednesday, January 22, 10:15 AM – House Veterans Affairs Committee, 
Subcommittee on Health Oversight Hearing: “Restoring Focus: Putting Veterans 
First in Community Care." 

• Thursday, January 23, 1:15 PM – House Veterans Affairs Committee, 
Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and Memorial Affairs Oversight Hearing: 
“Correcting VA’s Violations of Veterans’ Due Process and Second Amendment 
Rights." 

 

 

HVAC hearings can be viewed at:  Calendar Home | House Committee on Veterans 
Affairs 

SVAC hearings can be viewed at:   Hearings - U.S. Senate Committee on Veterans' 
Affairs 

HASC hearings can be viewed at:   Hearings – House Armed Services Committee  
SASC hearings can be viewed at:    Hearings – U.S. Senate Committee on Armed 
Services 

 
 

View The American Legion Legislative Handbook Here 
 

https://veterans.house.gov/calendar/?EventTypeID=565
https://veterans.house.gov/calendar/?EventTypeID=565
https://www.veterans.senate.gov/hearings
https://www.veterans.senate.gov/hearings
https://armedservices.house.gov/committee-activity/hearings/all
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/hearings
https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/hearings
https://www.legion.org/publications/223496/legislative-handbook
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