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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

CONTACT:   Liz Poston

July 10, 2003






Amy Hagovsky








202-228-1122
SENATE COMMITTEE HOLDS HEARING ON MIKULSKI BILL TO HELP VETERANS

* * *

Hearing an Important Step in Passing Bill to Increase Veterans Burial Benefits and 
Plot Allowances for Disabled Veterans
WASHINGTON, D.C. – Today the Senate Veterans Affairs Committee will take up several key pieces of legislation that would benefit America’s veterans, including a bill introduced by Senator Barbara A. Mikulski (D-MD).  Mikulski’s bill, the “Veterans Burial Benefit Improvement Act” (S. 1124), would increase burial benefits and plot allowances for veterans to help ease the financial burden of funeral expenses on families.  
The Committee will hear testimony today from representatives from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, U.S. Department of Defense, American Legion, Veterans of Foreign Wars, Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America, and AMVETS.  Attached please find a letter of support for Senator Mikulski’s legislation, signed by four of these groups.
Senator Mikulski’s bill, with inflation factored in, would bring burial and plot reimbursement totals back up to the level they were at in 1973 when the federal government first started paying burial benefits.  The legislation would also adjust these benefits each year to keep up with inflation.  

During the 107th Congress, Senator Mikulski led the fight to increase burial benefits.  In December 2001, she worked to increase the service-connected benefit from $1,500 to $2,000, and the plot allowance from $150 to $300.  Senator Mikulski said that while she believes these increases are a step in the right direction, they are not a substitute for the amounts included in this bill.

“I am deeply concerned that burial benefits for the families of our wounded or disabled veterans have not kept up with inflation and rising funeral costs.  We are losing over 1,000 World War II veterans each day, but Congress has failed to increase veterans’ burial benefits to keep up with rising costs and inflation.  While these benefits were never intended to cover the full costs of burial, they now pay for only a fraction of what they covered in 1973, when the federal government first started paying burial benefits for our veterans.  Our soldiers fought hard for us.  It’s time we fight for them and their families.”
“I am proud the Veterans Affairs Committee agrees with me that this legislation is important to our veterans and their families and we need to act on it.  Today’s hearing moves us one step closer to passing this legislation and ensuring our veterans get the benefits they need and deserve.”  
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More specifically, the Veterans Burial Benefit Improvement Act does four things:

1.
Increases burial benefits from $2,000 to $3,713 for veterans who die of 


service-connected disabilities – This payment is for veterans whose deaths 


resulted from disabilities incurred or aggravated during a period of active 



military service.  In 2001, Senator Mikulski increased this amount from $1,500 to $2,000.
2. Increases burial benefits from $300 to $1,135 for veterans with non-service connected disabilities – This payment is for veterans who were entitled to receive pension or compensation at the time of death.  It also applies to veterans who die in a VA facility, nursing homes under VA contract, or state veterans nursing homes. 

3. Increases the burial plot allowance from $300 to $670 – This payment is an allowance if a veteran is not buried in a cemetery that is under U.S. jurisdiction if a) the veteran was discharged from active duty because of disability incurred or aggravated in the line of duty; b) the veteran was eligible for compensation or pension; or c) the veteran died in a VA facility.  In 2001, Senator Mikulski increased this amount from $150 to $300.
4. Provides for all of these benefits to be adjusted for inflation annually.

Senator Mikulski is the Ranking Member on the Veterans, Housing and Urban Development (VA-HUD) Subcommittee of the Appropriations Committee.  This subcommittee funds the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.
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THE INDEPENDENT BUDGET

A Budget for Veterans by Veterans

May 15, 2003


The Honorable Barbara Mikulski

United States Senate

709 Hart Senate Office Building

Washington, D.C.  20510

Dear Senator Mikulski:

As Memorial Day 2003 approaches, the co-authors of The Independent Budget would like to express our strong support for your legislation which would revitalize veterans’ burial benefits and honor those who have sacrificed for this country.  This legislation would provide a meaningful increase in burial benefits that is long overdue.

Veterans’ burial benefits have seriously eroded in value over the years.  The proposed increase would cover the same percentage of veterans’ burial costs that they covered in 1973 when they were initiated.  The annual adjustment to cover the costs of inflation is also something that The Independent Budget has argued in favor of in the past.  

The Independent Budget produced by AMVETS, Disabled American Veterans, Paralyzed Veterans of America, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars fully supports the proposed adjustment of burial allowances to reflect the increases in burial costs.  Clearly, it is time these benefits were raised to provide a more meaningful contribution to the costs of burial for veterans.  We applaud your efforts to responsibly address this matter, and we appreciate your continued commitment to the men and women who have served this country and are continuing to do so even today.
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Sincerely,
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Rick Jones






Joseph A. Violante

National Legislative Director




National Legislative Director
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AMVETS






Disabled American Veterans

Richard B. Fuller





Dennis Cullinan

National Legislative Director




National Legislative Director

Paralyzed Veterans of America



Veterans of Foreign Wars









     of the United States

News From


U.S. Senator Barbara A. Mikulski


Democrat from Maryland
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