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Report: Veterans Will Lose Critical Services if Congress Upholds Bush Veto 

Florida veterans, Consumers and Labor call on the Florida Delegation: don’t shortchange America’s priorities for the war in Iraq

Tampa, FL – As Veterans Day passed on the heels of the news that 2007 has been the deadliest year yet for American troops in Iraq, Florida Consumer Action Network, a USAction affiliate, held a press conference on Wednesday to release a report called “Veterans’ Benefits and America’s Priorities or Endless War in Iraq?”  The report calls on the Florida Delegation to support the Labor, Health and Human Services, and Education (Labor-HHS) appropriations bill that will fund America’s national security, veterans’ services, health care, cancer research, education, job training, and other priorities. 
“President Bush and his allies have spent six years starving critical human-needs services in order to give tax breaks to millionaires and corporate interests – and almost as much time promoting their endless, disastrous war in Iraq,” said Chrystal Hutchison of Florida Consumer Action Network.  “Now Congress has a chance to override the president’s upside-down priorities and invest in America’s future.  We call on the Florida Delegation to stand with America’s veterans and working families to pass the Labor-HHS appropriations bill over President Bush’s veto.”
President Bush has vetoed this legislation because he says he wants to return to fiscal responsibility.  In fact, the $22 billion increase in Congress’ budget equals the cost of just two months of war in Iraq.  The report finds that if Congress can’t override the presidential veto of Labor HHS, he will be vetoing critical services that America’s soldiers, veterans and military families depend on.  While most veteran-related programs are funded by the Department of Veterans Affairs, the departments of Labor and Health and Human Services provide critical services to help veterans, especially the two-thirds of those returning from Iraq and Afghanistan who have not enrolled in the federal veterans’ health care program. 
A brief list of how Bush’s veto of the Labor-HHS bill would affect veterans and other families:

Veterans

The Labor HHS bill increases funding within all the health accounts for mental health, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) to ensure the poly-trauma centers and Centers of Excellence for Mental Health and PTSD are fully operational. One-third of veterans returning from Iraq and Afghanistan face mental health challenges, and up to 300,000 returning troops are expected to suffer from TBI. 

Medical Research
Lower levels of funding for the National Institutes of Health (NIH) will result in reductions in the number and/or size of grants made to researchers involved in basic and applied research about the causes and cure of cancer, diabetes, AIDS, and other diseases.  The president’s request for funding the NIH is $1.378 billion less than what Congress’ bill provides.  If the president got his request for decreased support of the NIH, critical research would be deserted in pressing areas.  The National Cancer Institute would have to cut $144 million, National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute - $76 million, National Institute of Mental Health - $35 million, and the National Institute of Drug Abuse would have to cut $25 million, to name a few.  (See table 2 in http://www.cbpp.org/11-8-07bud.htm for more details on programs that would face cuts if the President’s request for cuts were to be granted)

Education 

Head Start - As funding erodes, Head Start programs must either reduce the number of children they serve or make cuts in the program – either by cutting back on teacher salaries, classroom materials, educational activities, or specialized health and developmental activities — that can reduce the program’s quality. The Labor HHS bill provides $254 million more for the Head Start program than the president’s request.  The difference between Congress’s and the President’s funding levels is equivalent to losing 1,349 Head Start slots in Florida. (See http://www.cbpp.org/11-8-07bud-app.pdf)
Teacher Quality - The Labor HHS bill strengthens teacher quality by providing an increase of $150 million over 2007 and $250 million over the President’s request for teacher quality grants.  If the president’s request for reduced funding of this program was granted, 51,000 teachers across the country would not get the essential teacher quality training that they need and that our children deserve.

After-School Programs - The Labor HHS bill provides an increase of $100 million for after-school opportunities for children.  If the President’s request for weaker after-school programs was granted instead of the Congress bill, 5,803 Florida students would not be able to participate in after-school programs.

Grants to College Students - The Labor HHS bill provides a $125 increase in the maximum Pell Grant available for college students.  The president’s proposed cut to the grant would put the maximum at $4,050 instead of $4,925, an $875 increase under the Congress bill. The president’s cut would drastically hinder grant opportunities for more than 5.5 million college students in America.
Job Training

The president wants to cut worker training and employment assistance programs by 18 percent.  If the president’s request for reduced support of these programs was granted, 1,844 adults, youth and dislocated workers in Florida would not be able to receive worker training and employment assistance.
Energy Assistance
The President’s budget proposes cutting Low-Income Home Energy Assistance (LIHEAP) by $379 million.  The Labor HHS bill rejects this cut – instead providing an increase of $250 million over 2007, enabling 600,000 more families to receive LIHEAP assistance than in 2007 and 12,200 more Florida families than the President would like.  (see http://www.cbpp.org/11-8-07bud-app.pdf)

The upcoming showdown between Congress and the president over the Labor-HHS funding bill will be a test for the Florida Delegation – will they follow the president and his misguided priorities, or will they stand up for the interests of all Americans, including our veterans, and vote to override the president’s veto? 
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USAction builds power by uniting people locally and nationally, on-the-ground and online, to win a more just and progressive America.  We create the nation’s leading progressive coalitions, making democracy real by organizing issue and election campaign to improve people’s lives.  Florida Consumer Action Network is USAction’s Florida affiliate.
