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It is long past time to adopt sensible
gun safety legislation.

—_—

LEGISLATION IN BEHALF OF
VETERANS

Mr. SPECTER. Mr. President, I have
sought recognition to comment briefly
on legislation acted upon during the
first session of the 107th Congress
which will make a dramatic difference
in the lives of hundreds of thousands of
service members and veterans, and in
the lives of every American. Four bills
relating to veterans benefits now await
the President’s signature. These bills,
coupled with another major piece of
legislation adopted by the Congress im-
mediately prior to Memorial Day of
this year, will substantially enhance
veterans’ benefits in the areas of
health care, education, homeless as-
sistance, disability compensation, and
other areas. They are a testament to
the good which can come when House
and Senate, Republicans and Demo-
crats, come together to achieve a com-
mon end.

The first bill now awaiting the Presi-
dent’s signature, the ‘‘Veterans’ Com-
pensation Rate Amendments of 2001,
H.R. 2540, provides a 2.6 percent in-
crease in the rates of veterans’ dis-
ability compensation and survivors’
compensation. The increase, effective
December 1, 2001, reflects inflation
which occurred during the preceding 12
months, and is the same percentage in-
crease Social Security recipients most
recently received. H.R. 25640 will ensure
that the purchasing power of com-
pensation and survivor benefits is not
compromised by inflation.

A second bill, the ‘“Veterans Edu-
cation and Benefits Expansion Act of
2001, H.R. 1291, is a comprehensive bill
which enhances education, disability
compensation, housing, burial, and
other benefits that veterans have
earned through service to the Nation.
The education provisions of H.R. 1291
build on legislation, S. 1114, which I in-
troduced earlier this year, by increas-
ing the Montgomery GI Bill, “MGIB”’,
monthly educational assistance benefit
from $672 to $985, a 47 percent increase,
over the next 3-year period. With the
opportunity to ‘“‘buy-up’” an additional
$150 per month in benefits as a result of
legislation I authored during the 106th
Congress, veterans the potential will
now exist for a monthly benefit in ex-
cess of $1,100 per month for veterans at-
tending school in the Fall of 2003. Such
a benefit level will pay the average
cost of tuition, fees, books, room and
board, and travel expenses at a 4-year
public college or university. These im-
provements are not just good for vet-
erans; they are good for the Nation.
The national security dictates that the
services attract well-qualified, highly
motivated men and women to serve. As
was most recently recognized by the
United States Commission on National
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Security/21st Century, enhancements
in Montgomery GI Bill benefits are
necessary to attract such recruits.

The ‘““Veterans Education and Bene-
fits Expansion Act of 2001 will further
enhance educational assistance bene-
fits by providing needed flexibility to
students by allowing veterans to claim
benefits on an accelerated basis so that
they can pay the significant ‘“‘up front”’
expenses of high-cost technology
courses. It will also expand distance
learning and independent study bene-
fits. Further, this legislation incor-
porates provisions from a bill authored
by Senator THOMPSON to allow certain
Vietnam-era veterans the ability to use
benefits, and it expands work-study op-
portunities available to veterans while
they’re attending college. And it will
provide increased educational assist-
ance benefits to the spouses and chil-
dren of service members killed in the
line of duty or who are permanently
disabled as a result of service. Finally,
this legislation preserves the suspended
education entitlement of service mem-
bers or reservists who had to leave
school as a result of being called to ac-
tive duty, such as a call to active duty
participation in Operation Enduring
Freedom.

In addition to these improvements in
educational assistance benefits, the
‘“Veterans Education and Benefits Ex-
pansion Act of 2001 keeps faith with
veterans who served in past conflicts
by expanding the eligibility of Vietnam
and Gulf War veterans for presumptive
compensation based on exposures and
experiences which occurred during
those conflicts. A Persian Gulf War
veteran will now be eligible for com-
pensation if he or she has a medically
unexplained, chronic, multi-symptom
illnesses such as chronic fatigue syn-
drome or irritable bowel syndrome, in
addition to undiagnosed illnesses al-
ready covered in law. Further, this leg-
islation gives VA explicit authority to
compensate Gulf War veterans for any
diagnosed condition. Given the Sec-
retary’s December 10, 2001, announce-
ment of the increased prevalence of
Lou Gehrig’s disease among Gulf War
veterans, this provision is particularly
timely.

For veterans who served in the Viet-
nam war, the ‘“Veterans Education and
Benefits Expansion Act of 2001 will re-
peal the 30-year limit on the time pe-
riod during which a Vietnam veteran
must have contracted a respiratory
cancer if he or she is to be presumed el-
igible for compensation based on expo-
sure to Agent Orange. According to a
recent National Academy of Science/
Institute of Medicine report, there is
no scientific evidence which suggests
an upper limit can be placed on res-
piratory cancer latency. Given this, I
believe the formerly-existing 30-year
limit was arbitrary; this bill removed
it. I owe thanks to Mr. Joseph R.
Mancuso, a Vietnam veteran from
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Pennsylvania who was stricken by, and
who, very sadly, has succumbed to,
lung cancer for bringing this legal
anomaly to my attention. This provi-
sion is a memorial to him. I just wish
the Congress might have acted while
Mr. Mancuso was still alive.

I should mention a few of this legisla-
tion’s other important provisions. It
increases VA’s home loan guaranty to
enable veterans living in high-cost re-
gions of the country to afford a home
with little or no down payment. It in-
creases burial benefits available to the
families of veterans who die due to a
service-connected cause, and it in-
creases grants provided to severely dis-
abled veterans so they may purchase
an automobile or make modifications
to their homes to accommodate dis-
abilities. The legislation also expands
outreach and information services for
departing service members, veterans,
and family members, and it stream-
lines the eligibility determination
process for low-income, disabled vet-
erans seeking non service-connected
pension benefits.

A third major piece of veterans’ leg-
islation which now awaits the Presi-
dent’s signature, the ‘“‘Homeless Vet-
erans Comprehensive Assistance Act of
2001, H.R. 2716, is an additional step
toward achieving the goal of ending
chronic homelessness among America’s
veterans. This legislation would au-
thorize VA to provide grants and per
diem payments of up to $60 million in
2002, rising to $756 million in 2003, to en-
tities which provide outreach, rehabili-
tative, vocational counseling and
training, and transitional housing serv-
ices to homeless veterans. It would ex-
pand mental health services, and direct
each VA primary care facility to de-
velop and carry out a plan to provide
mental health services to veterans who
need them. This legislation would also
authorize the provision of dental care
to homeless veterans by VA in recogni-
tion of the fact that such care is a nec-
essary prerequisite if a homeless vet-
eran is to gain, or regain, meaningful
employment. Finally, this bill would
ensure proper oversight of these pro-
grams through the creation of a VA
Advisory Committee on Homeless Vet-
erans.

A fourth and final bill which is now
pending executive action, the ‘‘Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs Health Care
Programs Enhancement Act of 2001,
H.R. 3447, would address a number of
critical 1issues affecting veterans’
health care. First, this legislation ad-
dresses the looming, and in some places
already-present, VA nursing shortage
by permanently authorizing the Em-
ployee Incentive Scholarship Program,
a program which allows VA to provide
up to $10,000 per year, for up to three
years, to employees engaged in full-
time academic studies. Additionally,
this legislation reduces the minimum
period of employment required for eli-
gibility in the program from two years
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to one year, and extends authority to
increase the award amounts based on
federal mnational comparability in-
creases in pay. Further, in an effort to
encourage nurses who have already
completed school to come work for VA,
the bill would permanently authorize
the Employee Debt Reduction Pro-
gram, EDRP, extend to five the number
of years that a VA employee might
participate in the EDRP, and increase
the gross award limit to any partici-
pant to $44,000. The EDRP program al-
lows VA to assist employees with the
repayment of education debt, and it al-
lows VA to compete with private sector
health care systems that offer similar
programs. Finally, this legislation cre-
ates the National VA Commission on
Nursing, which will consist of experts
in the nursing profession as well as
economists and education profes-
sionals. The Commission will report
findings and recommendations relating
to nurse recruitment and retention and
other nurse employment issues within
two years.

The ‘“‘Department of Veterans Affairs
Health Care Programs Enhancement
Act of 2001’ also contains elements of a
bill, S. 1188, which I introduced earlier
this year to provide priority access to
VA care to poor veterans residing in
relatively high cost areas like Phila-
delphia or Pittsburgh. Currently, VA
provides priority access to care, and it
waives co-payments, only for veterans
whose incomes are below a nationally-
determined annual amount. This ‘“‘one-
size-fits-all”’ formula does not take
into account local variations in the
cost of living. As a consequence, vet-
erans in high-cost areas, typically
urban areas, who are poor by most
standards, do not qualify for priority
access for VA care. And they must pay
the full amount of co-payments
charged to other, much better off, vet-
erans. This legislation would relieve
much of the burden of co-payments on,
and raise the relative priority for VA
health care of, these near-poor vet-
erans.

The ‘‘Department of Veterans Affairs
Health Care Programs Enhancement
Act of 2001 also addresses other im-
portant health issues. It provides serv-
ice-dogs, trained to accomplish tasks
such as opening doors and retrieving
clothing, to disabled veterans. It di-
rects VA to focus its attention on the
maintenance of special programs in
each geographic region of the country,
and it creates a program for chiro-
practic care in the VA. Finally, this
legislation authorizes the construction
of a power plant in Miami, FL, that
was destroyed over one year ago by a
fire that left two employees critically
injured.

Finally, I note the enactment of the
“Veterans’ Survivor Benefits Improve-
ments Act of 2001, Public Law 107-14,
which was signed by the President on
June 5, 2001. This legislation retro-
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actively increased insurance benefits
provided to, and guaranteed additional
health care coverage for, the survivors
of service members killed in the line of
duty. This legislation also expanded
health care coverage to the spouses of
veterans who have permanent and total
disabilities due to military service and
to the spouses of veterans who have
died as a result of wounds incurred in
service. Further, this Act extended life
insurance benefits to service members’
spouses and children, and authorized,
and directed, VA to conduct outreach
efforts to contact these survivors, and
other eligible dependents, to apprize
them of the benefits to which they are
entitled. Finally, the ‘‘Veterans’ Sur-
vivor Benefits Improvements Act of
2001,” made technical improvements to
Montgomery GI Bill education bene-
fits, and make other purely technical
amendments to title 38, United States
Code.

This first session of the 107th Con-
gress has produced five outstanding
bills benefitting veterans. The en-
hancements contained within them
send an unmistakable message to
Americans that this Nation values
military service and honors those who
risk their lives so that we may be free.
I complement all those who worked so
hard to make these legislative accom-
plishments a reality.

—_—

THE EQUAL PROTECTION OF
VOTING RIGHTS ACT OF 2001

Mr. TORRICELLI. Mr. President,
when the Voting Rights Act was signed
into law over 30 years ago, many
thought it was the end of a long jour-
ney to recognize that the ideals on
which this country was founded were
more than just abstract notions. The
Voting Rights Act and before it the
14th amendment were definitive ex-
pressions by our Nation’s government
that liberty and equality in theory is
only as meaningful as liberty and
equality in practice. As my colleague
from Connecticut noted yesterday in
this Chamber, Thomas Paine captured
the essence of our Nation’s democracy
when he stated that the right to vote is
‘““the primary right by which all other
rights are protected.”

The immediate consequence of the
2000 elections and its unsettling after-
math was a realization that even 30
years after the Voting Rights Act be-
came law, the Nation’s election system
was not what people thought it was.
The election brought to light many
problems with the Nation’s voting sys-
tem, including the impact that out-
dated voting machines, undertrained
poll workers, and poorly-designed bal-
lots can have on an election.

Throughout the past year, Congress
and the Nation have evaluated how
best to ensure that future elections are
ones in which Americans can have
faith in the results. I have spent count-
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less hours devoted to the subject. A
year ago last week, Senator McCON-
NELL and I introduced one of the first
bills seeking to improve election sys-
tems and procedures. Others soon fol-
lowed with their own ideas about how
to best bring about change to what we
had learned was a clearly flawed sys-
tem.

With so much at stake, the process
has not been without disagreement and
at times it seemed that little would be
changed. Both the House of Represent-
atives and the Senate, however, have
finally made progress in crafting bipar-
tisan legislation seeking to make elec-
tions more fair for all Americans. The
House of Representatives has passed
legislation supported by a majority of
both parties. Yesterday, Senators
DobpD, McCONNELL, BOND, SCHUMER and
I introduced bipartisan legislation to
modernize the Nation’s election proce-
dures.

The Equal Protection of Voting
Rights Act of 2001 represents a balance
between establishing national stand-
ards for voting and giving States the
flexibility to make improvements tai-
lored to their State’s needs. First, this
bill creates a permanent Federal sys-
tem of analysis and assistance. This
legislation establishes an Election Ad-
ministration Commission, consisting of
two commissioners from each party
who will serve 4-year terms. The com-
mission will bring expertise to modern-
izing elections and provide States and
localities with advice for their enhanc-
ing voting procedures. This permanent
commission was the cornerstone of
election reform legislation that Sen-
ator MCCONNELL and I introduced over
a year ago and I am extraordinarily
pleased to see it included in this land-
mark legislation.

Second, this legislation establishes
three minimum national requirements
for voting procedures to ensure that
voting across the Nation is uniform
and nondiscriminatory. These min-
imum national standards include re-
quiring States and localities across the
Nation to utilize voting systems that
enable voters to verify how they voted
and ensure accessibility to language
minorities and individuals with disabil-
ities, requiring States and localities to
provide for provisional balloting, and
requiring States and localities to es-
tablish a statewide voter registration
list with the names and addresses of el-
igible voters.

Perhaps most importantly, however,
this legislation provides $3 billion in
Federal grants for States and localities
to update voting systems, improve ac-
cessibility to polling places, and train
poll workers, among other things.
States and communities must show
that they comply with the three na-
tional requirements to be eligible for
the grants. An additional $400 million
is authorized for providing early funds
so that States and localities can imple-
ment some improvements quickly; $100
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