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The Independent CARES Commission

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) recently initiated Phase II of the nationwide strategic planning process to ensure its capital asset infrastructure is configured to meet the demand for VA health care services during the next 20 years.  This review, Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services (CARES), is a data-driven approach to analyzing veterans’ projected health care needs.

The Secretary of Veterans Affairs has determined that an independent commission should also be created to conduct an external assessment of VA’s capital asset needs, assure that stakeholders’ concerns are appropriately addressed, and then present its recommendations to the Secretary.  This independent CARES Commission will be a nine-member panel composed of public citizens with diverse backgrounds and expertise, representing the interests of all VA stakeholders. 

In carrying out its responsibilities, the CARES Commission will determine VA’s capability to support the delivery of veterans’ health care services through the next 20 years.  It will focus on the accessibility and cost-effectiveness of care to be provided, while ensuring that the integrity of VA’s health care system and related missions is maintained, and that any adverse impact on VA staff and affected communities is minimized.  The Commission will consider CARES recommendations submitted to them in a draft National CARES Plan by the Under Secretary for Health, along with data in support of such recommendations.  The Commission will consider views and concerns presented in writing during a 60-day public comment period following the submission of the initial recommendations by the Under Secretary for Health and in public hearings held by the Commission, from individual veterans, veterans service organizations, Congress, medical school affiliates, VA employees, local government entities, community groups and other interested parties.

Members of the Commission will be appointed prior to the end of this calendar year.  The Commission will be officially chartered and registered in compliance with the Federal Advisory Committee Act.  Members of the Commission will be thoroughly briefed on their duties and responsibilities, and develop their operating plan, prior to 

January 1, 2003.  The Veterans Health Administration (VHA) will provide staff support for the Commission.  

The Commission is expected to begin its formal deliberations in early 2003.  Those deliberations will include public hearings (oral and written statements from stakeholders and other affected parties), site visits, and presentations by the VA’s National CARES Program Office and senior VHA officials.

The Commission may accept, modify, or reject the recommendations received from the Under Secretary for Health, or refer an issue back to the Under Secretary for additional information or consideration.

All formal meetings and hearings of the Commission will be open to the public, with appropriate notice given of the date, time and location of such meetings or hearings.  Each member of the Commission will be paid at a rate equal to the daily equivalent for level IV of the Executive Schedule under Section 5315 of Title 5, United States Code, for each day (including travel time) during which the member is engaged in the active performance of duties vested in the Commission.  Members will receive travel expenses, including per diem in lieu of subsistence, in accordance with Sections 5702 and 5703 of Title 5, United States Code.

The Commission is expected to present its recommendations in writing to the Secretary not later than July 31, 2003.  The Secretary will either accept or reject the Commissions’ recommendations, but will reserve the option of asking the Commission to consider additional information and reconsider its recommendations.  Commission members may be requested to make themselves available for subsequent consultations with the Secretary.  It is anticipated, however, that the Commission will cease to function not later than December 31, 2003.
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