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By NEILGRAVES 

March 12, 2007 -- Paul Rieckhoff is the founder and executive director of the 
600,000-member Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America.

A New Yorker, he served as an lieutenant in the Army's 3rd Infantry Division 
during the drive into Baghdad in March-April 2003. He returned to the States in 
2004 after a tour with the 1st Armored Division. He shared his thoughts with 
The Post on the Walter Reed scandal, the Department of Veterans Affairs' 
health-care system and other issues.

Q:How shocking was the Walter Reed situation, in which we learned 
soldiers were recuperating in outpatient rooms fit for convicts? 

A:The situation was abominable and inexcusable, but not entirely shocking. 
Insiders have known about problems at Walter Reed for years. The facility - 
and the medical system in general - was not adequately resourced for the 
continuing flood of new casualties from Iraq. I heard there are 130 cases per 
caseworker there. So it was only a matter of time before the system would start 
to break down and fail our veterans.

Q:The VA is facing budget cuts, isn't it? 

A: If the president has his way, yes. His new budget proposes cuts to the VA 
budget for 2009 and 2008. The president's plan also cuts prosthetics research 
funding, would establish new co-pays for all generations of vets based on 
income level - forcing vets to pay for VA care - and would double the cost of 
prescriptions from $8 to $15.

Q:What are the conditions like at the VA hospitals in Brooklyn and The 
Bronx? 

A:They need more resources - just like VAs nationwide. There are lots of 
caring people at the VA who work very hard, but the larger VA system has 
been underfunded and under-resourced for decades. In the NYC area, wait 
times are too long, delays in claims are frequent, and staffing levels are not 
nearly high enough. The red tape and bureaucracy levels are ridiculous. No 
reports of rats and that type of problem, yet. But we are not sure - and neither 
is the VA. That is why we need comprehensive investigations and inspections 
of every VA hospital here and in the U.S. immediately.

Q: Q: How bad is the backlog now at the VA? 

A:The backlog is very bad. VA workload reports for early February 2007 show that more than 600,000 
disability compensation claims are waiting to be answered; 60,000 claims have been waiting for six 
months or longer. This is totally unacceptable and should outrage all Americans.

Q:How did Walter Reed and the health-care system get to this sorry state? How much flak should 
former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld take? 

A:The Walter Reed fiasco was the result of poor leadership and bad planning. Resources were not put in 
place because planners anticipated that the Iraq war would be short and that there would be a significantly 
lower number of casualties. Rumsfeld bears most of the blame here. He allowed Walter Reed to fall apart, 
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and Secretary [Robert] Gates has been tasked to clean up the mess.

Q:How is the new defense secretary, Gates, doing? 

A:People in the military respect a man of action. Gates has fired more people in the last week than 
Rumsfeld did in a whole six years. He has done an excellent job so far by stepping out in front, taking 
action and firing failed leaders like Army Secretary [Francis] Harvey and Maj. Gen. [George] Weightman 
[the commander at Walter Reed]. Gates has sent a message to all that failing to care for our veterans will 
not be tolerated.

Q:Any views on how this war is going to end? 

A:I think it is too early to tell, but it certainly doesn't look good right now. I hope for the best with the new 
surge plan, but I am deeply concerned that is another Band-Aid solution to the larger security problems. 
But no matter what the plan or who is president in 2008, I think we will have troops in Iraq, and in combat 
elsewhere, for a long time to come. The numbers in Iraq might drop in coming years, but we will still have 
lots of people in harm's way there and in Afghanistan. This country needs to be realistic about that and 
plan accordingly. Our nation's heroes deserve nothing less.
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