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INTRODUCTION

On April 16, 2007, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Hiram Monserrate, will hold an oversight hearing on the future of the St. Albans Veterans Affairs Medical Center. With City residents counted among those engaged in action in Iraq, Afghanistan and other assignments throughout the world, the Committee is interested in any changes that may be made to the St. Albans Veterans facility. Those invited to testify include William Kosel of the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA); Clarice Joynes, Executive Director of the Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs (MOVA); and several veterans’ service organizations, military veterans and support groups.

BACKGROUND


 In 1998, the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) initiated a comprehensive study to develop a twenty-year plan for the reorganization of the VA health care system throughout the country.
 The principal objective of the study was to identify the demand for VA care and adapt the VA’s ability to provide such care through modifications in the function, size and location of VA facilities.
 The study evolved into the Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services Commission (the “CARES Commission”).
 

In 2004, the Secretary of the VA, R. James Nicholson,  issued a decision calling for additional studies to expand on previous analyses for eighteen VA sites, including the St. Albans Primary and Extended Care Center (St. Albans).
 According to the VA, these studies will provide recommendations to the VA regarding the best approach to provide veterans with health care, while maximizing any potential reuse or redevelopment of all or portions of VA property for each facility.
  

The VA received the St. Albans Extended Care Center, now known as the VA St. Albans Primary and Extended Care Center, from the U.S. Navy on March 14, 1974.
 The Hospital was built for the Navy by the Department of Defense on grounds previously occupied by the St. Albans Golf Club and Community Center.
 When constructed in 1950, the 3,000 bed Naval Hospital included a vast network of 76 hospital wards connected by a corridor slightly over a mile long.
 The first veteran resident was admitted on April 29, 1974.
 By June 1974, 63 nursing care beds were occupied and outpatient care services were offered.

Today, St. Albans serves the metropolitan area with specialized geriatric care.
 The Center’s services include extended care rehabilitation, psycho-geriatric care, general nursing home care and domiciliary, providing psychological and independent living skills rehabilitation.
 In Fiscal year 2006, the average daily census (ADC) for the domiciliary program was 41.2 patients, or 82.4% of capacity, which is equivalent to 50 beds.
 For the nursing home, the ADC was 163.7 patients, or 91% of capacity, which is equivalent to 180 beds.
 Outpatient services have also been offered at St. Albans for over 20 years.
 In fiscal year 2006, there were 45,931 outpatient visits at this facility; this number has been relatively steady over the past several fiscal years.

The Secretary of the VA has decided to replace the existing St. Albans facilities with new nursing home, domiciliary and outpatient facilities.
 However, the Secretary also decided to continue the CARES Commission Local Advisory Panel (LAP) process for the St. Albans facility.
 The members of the LAP are appointed by the Secretary of the VA,
 and hold hearings to gather the public’s recommendations for use of VA property in order to advise the Secretary during the decision-making process.
 A total of four public LAP meetings were held to seek community input for modernizing and reusing St. Albans facilities.
 The fourth and final public meeting was held on January 22, 2007.
 

At the January 2007 LAP meeting, the VA clarified its goal of demolishing and rebuilding sections of the current facility as part of an ongoing upgrade process.
  Demolition of St. Albans would take place in increments, and residents will be moved to vacant wings while new units are constructed.
 However, groundbreaking is not expected until 2010.
 

Some community advocates and elected officials, including Mayor Bloomberg, have suggested using any extra space created by the modernization process for a new public school or community center.
 Certain veteran advocates, however, urge a cautionary approach to modernization proposals. For example, Vincent DeMartino, a veteran of World War II, believes that the St. Albans facility is well built and does not need to be demolished.
 According to Mr. DeMartino, St. Albans only needs a renovation.
 Jason Kaatz, senior vice commander of the NY Jewish War Veterans of the USA, argues that if no additional facilities are built for veterans, there will be a future shortage of adequate facilities to serve this population.

Today, the Committee expects to hear testimony regarding any changes that may occur to the St. Albans veterans facility.
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