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Introduction
On May 4, 2009, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member James Sanders, Jr., will hold an oversight hearing exploring the future of the St. Albans Community Living Center, part of the VA New York Harbor Healthcare System.  Those invited to testify include Dennis Walcott, Deputy Mayor for Education and Community Development, Roger Newman, Commissioner, Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs, John J. Donnellan, Jr, Director the VA NY Harbor Healthcare System, as well as military veterans and representatives from veterans’ service organizations, and veterans support groups.

Background

 The United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) provides veterans with healthcare through its Veterans Health Administration (VHA).  In New York City, the VA New York Harbor Healthcare System provides healthcare for veterans in the area.  This healthcare system consists of three campuses located in Queens, Brooklyn and Manhattan, as well as community based outpatient clinics in Manhattan, Queens and Brooklyn and Staten Island.
 This system is part of the larger VA New York/New Jersey Veterans Healthcare Network (Veterans Integrated Service Network 3 or VISN 3) which also includes facilities in the Bronx, Westchester, Long Island, Dutchess and New Jersey.
 

The Queens campus, known as the VA St. Albans Community Living Center (“St. Albans”), is a nursing home and domiciliary situated on a 55 acre campus
.  The St. Albans facility provides long and short termed skilled nursing and rehabilitation, primary care, specialized geriatric programs and restorative therapy
. St. Albans also has an outpatient adult day health care program and a home based primary care program exists which offers care for medically complicated and physically disabled veterans who might be at risk for nursing home placement or recurrent hospitalization
. The VA St. Albans Community Living Center includes a homeless domiciliary which provides comprehensive psychosocial rehabilitation, incentive therapy, vocational counseling and independent living skills for patients seeking to return to independent living
.    


 The VA received the St. Albans Extended Care Center, now known as the VA St. Albans Community Living 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.
 
CARES Comission 
A United States Government Accountability Office (GAO) report issued in 1999 found that better management of VHA and improved care for veterans was warranted for a number of reasons.
 In response to this report, the VA initiated a process known as the Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services Commission (CARES Commission) to evaluate VHA run healthcare facilities.
 The original goal was to evaluate the projected needs of veterans over what would be next 20 years, and realign the VA’s infrastructure to better meet those needs.
  
In 2003, the VA’s Under Secretary for Health issued a preliminary Draft National CARES Plan (DNCP), and following its release, the VA Secretary appointed a 16-member independent commission to study the DNCP.
   This commission conducted numerous public hearings and site visits throughout 2003 and issued its final recommendations to the Secretary of the VA in February 2004.
  In September of 2004, the VA Secretary established an Advisory Committee for CARES Business Plan Studies, and in January 2005, the VA awarded a contract to complete studies at 18 sites throughout the country.
  Local Advisory Panels (LAPs) were formed to gather views of veterans, community leaders and residents, as well as various other stakeholders.
 
Recommendations for St. Albans 

In 2004 the VA Secretary announced changes that the VA would construct new outpatient, nursing home and domiciliary care facilities at the VA St. Alban’s campus as well as develop a master plan for the campus that would consider “enhanced use leasing and disposal of property.”
  In 2006, the VA Secretary accepted recommendations from a LAP and pledged that as the VA was preparing its development plans for St. Albans, the VA would be sensitive to the surrounding community’s concerns.
   
In October, 2007, the VA released a Request for Proposals (RFP) regarding the St. Albans facility’s reconstruction.
  This reconstruction called for the leasing of 25 of the 55 acres of land on the campus.
 Furthermore, the federal government would use the funds received through leasing the property to finance the upgrade and upkeep of the new facilities. Local veterans groups and residents have expressed deep concerns about these plans for a number of reasons.
Concerns  

Many veterans groups feel that the property should continue to be used for and by veterans only.  In light of the aging Vietnam veterans’ population, current wars and the increased number of women veterans needing care, veterans’ advocates have expressed shock and disbelief that plans would be made to decrease veterans’ services in the first place.  Some veterans have expressed outrage that the VA is denying repeated requests to include a hospice and women’s domiciliary and is instead letting a developer decide on how to use the land.
  
Local residents have expressed concerns about overdevelopment, traffic, and construction in what is now a quiet residential area. The Addisleigh Park Civic Organization which consists of members from the community surrounding St. Albans, prefers that the land continue to be used for veterans and calls for any land not so used be converted back to parkland instead.
   Some community leaders have also expressed concerns that certain types of development could also lead to an increase in crime.
   
Unfortunately, there has been limited information available to the public in recent months regarding the plan and increasing concerns due to this lack of information or misinformation.  Today, the Committee hopes to hear testimony regarding the proposed development plans for St. Albans. In addition, the Committee will hear testimony and concerns from members of the veterans’ community and the residents of the surrounding area regarding this site.  
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