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The National Cemetery Administration (NCA) has as its mission: “To honor veterans with a
final resting place and lasting memorials that commemorate their service to our Nation.”

Building on a proud and compassionate history beginning in the Civil War, the administration
of NCA cemeteries continues to contribute every day to that mission.

Through a system of 120 national cemeteries in 39 states, the District of Columbia, and
Puerto Rico, as well as 34 soldiers’ lots and monument sites, The NCA maintains more than
2.6 million gravesites in approximately 14,000 acres of cemetery land while providing nearly
90,000 interments annually.

A new cemetery in Oklahoma, Fort Sill National Cemetery, was scheduled for completion and
dedication in late 2003. Since November 2001, the facility has operated a fast-track section
that permits interments, with dignity and reverence, prior to final completion of all construc-
tion activities. In addition, continued progress is anticipated on cemetery development in
Atlanta, Miami, Pittsburgh, Detroit, and Sacramento.

In November 2003, the President signed into law H.R. 1516 (PL. 108-109), the National
Cemetery Expansion Act, to authorize the Department of Veterans Affairs to continue devel-
oping new cemeteries in areas not currently served by either a national veterans’ cemetery or a
state veterans’ cemetery. These areas include development of six new national cemeteries in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Birmingham, Alabama; Jacksonville, Florida; Bakersfield, Califor-
nia; Greenville, South Carolina; and Sarasota County, Florida.

The development of these new national cemeteries will provide burial options for veterans,
spouses, and dependents. Clearly, the rapid aging of the current veteran population has placed
great demands on NCA operations and available burial space. Nearly 655,000 veteran deaths
are estimated in 2005 with the death rate peaking at 690,000 in 2009; of these, it is expected
that 109,000 will seek burial in a national cemetery. As veteran deaths accelerate, it is obvious
the demand for veterans’ burial benefits will increase.
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It is important to note that the staffing needs of the NCA have become more critical as the volume and intensity
of cemetery operations have increased. While the The Independent Budget veterans service organizations (IBVSOs)
support efforts to increase efficiency of operations, it is essential to remind decisionmakers that much of the NCA
work is labor-intensive, requiring a fully staffed and fully equipped workforce.

NCA ACCOUNT

The increased burial rate with its resulting demand on support services necessitates an appropriate budgetary
increase for the NCA. The Independent Budget for Fiscal Year 2005 recommends an operations budget of $175
million for NCA to meet the increasing demands of interments, gravesite maintenance, and other areas of ceme-
tery operations.

NCA ACCOUNT

Although the NCA has benefited from marginal increases to its appropriations over the past 3 years, prior years of
successive restrained budgets have made it impossible to address long-term field management and operational
needs of the system. Shortfalls have forced the system to address only the highest priority projects while backlog-
ging important preventive maintenance and infrastructure repairs.

Resources must keep pace as the workload continues to grow due to increasing demands of interments, gravesite
maintenance, repairs, upkeep, and related labor-intensive requirements of cemetery operations. In addition, VA is
scheduled to open new cemeteries in Atlanta, Oklahoma City, Pittsburgh, Detroit, Miami, and Sacramento. Also,
under PL. 108-109, VA is directed to design and construct cemeteries at six new national locations in Philadel-
phia, Pennsylvania; Birmingham, Alabama; Jacksonville, Florida; Bakersfield, California; Greenville, South
Carolina; and Sarasota County, Florida. These requirements combined with dramatic increases in the interment
rate necessitate increases in funding if the NCA is to carry out its statutory mandates.

The report in Volume 2 of the Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries, submitted in 2002 by VA to Congress
as directed under the Veterans Millennium Health Care and Benetits Act (PL. 106-117), identifies more than 900
projects for gravesite renovation, repair, upgrade, and maintenance. According to the study, these project recom-
mendations were made on the basis of the existing condition of each cemetery. A major contributing factor in
these project repair recommendations is the accumulation of uncorrected past deficiencies.

As reported in Volume 3 of the Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries, many of the individual cemeteries
within the system are steeped in history. The monuments, markers, grounds, and related memorial tributes repre-
sent the history and very foundation of our country. This volume serves as a planning presentation of the scope of
work required to help set national standards to improve the appearance of NCA cemeteries and guide the applica-
tion of future resources.

In this regard, the IBVSOs recommend that Congress fund the National Cemetery Administration operating
account at $175 million for fiscal year 2005, $31 million more than last year’s recommendation. The increase
results mainly from a response to needs outlined in the Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries, the growing
costs of administrative expenses due to increased workload, addition of new cemeteries, general inflation, and
wage increases.
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Four years after Congress declared that national cemeteries should be awe-inspiring shrines to veterans, the NCA
should be provided the funding necessary to remove decades of blemishes and scars from these honored grounds
across the Country.

INNODDVY VYDON

A fundamental part of the operations budget is the maintenance and enhancement of the grounds and memorials.
Improving the appearance of our national cemeteries embraces the achievement of those interred. It allows visi-
tors to see the evidence of our Nation’s gratitude for those buried there and what they did. Problems and deficien-
cies in this regard are clearly identified in the Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries, a comprehensive report
about the conditions of each cemetery, submitted to Congress by VA in 2002.

In addition to the management of national cemeteries, the NCA has responsibility for the Memorial Program
Service and the State Cemetery Grants Program (SCGP).

The Memorial Programs Service provides lasting memorials for the graves of eligible veterans and honors their
service through Presidential Memorial Certificates. Public Law 107-103 and P.L. 107-330 allow for a headstone
or marker for the graves of veterans buried in private cemeteries, who died on or after September 11, 2001. Prior
to this change the NCA could only provide this service only to those buried in national or state cemeteries or to
unmarked graves in private cemeteries.

Under the Presidential Memorial Certificate program, the award of a certificate signed by the President is, in addi-
tion to the provision of the United States flag, furnished by VA to all veterans honorably discharged from military
service or otherwise eligible for burial in a national cemetery.

The SCGP complements the NCA mission to establish gravesites for veterans in those areas where NCA cannot
tully respond to the burial needs of veterans. Several incentives are in place to assist states in this effort. For exam-
ple, the NCA can provide up to 100% of the development cost for an approved cemetery project, including
design, construction, and administration. In addition, new equipment, such as mowers and backhoes, can be
provided for new cemeteries.

The SCGP makes burial options more available, more accessible and more convenient. Since 1973, VA has more
than doubled acreage available and accommodated more than a 100% increase in burials.

To help provide reasonable access to burial options for veterans and their eligible family members, The IBVSOs
recommend $37 million for the SCGP The availability of this funding will help the NCA help states establish,

expand, and improve state-owned veterans’ cemeteries.
pand, p

IB Recommended NCA FY 2005 Appropriation
(Dollars in Thousands)

FY 2005 RECOMMENDED APPROPRIATION BY TYPE OF SERVICE

Personnel Compensation $97,690
Travel and Transportation of Persons 3,944
Rental Payments to GSA 1,100
Communications, Utilities, and Miscellaneous Charges 8,349
Other Services 42,313
Supplies and Materials 9,303
Equipment 12,301
IB Recommended FY 2005 Appropriation $175,000
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NCA ISSUES

The National Cemetery Administration is faced with a number of serious challenges. One of the most serious of
these, described previously, is the provision of adequate funding to meet increasing demands of interments,
gravesite maintenance, repairs, upkeep, and related labor-intensive requirements of cemetery operations. Another
major challenge facing the NCA is to ensure that all national cemeteries are maintained in a manner appropriate
to their status as national shires and memorials of reverence. In addition, the State Cemeteries Grant Program
faces the challenge of meeting a growing interest from states to provide burial services in areas that are not
currently served. Moreover, Congress faces the challenge of stemming the serious erosion in the value of burial
allowance benefits. The IBVSOs have identified these issues as critical to ensuring world-class, quality service

delivery from the NCA and integral to the memory of all veterans who have served their Country honorably and
taithtully.

State Cemeteries Grant Program:
Heightened intevest in the SCGP results in stronger state participation and incveased demands on the program.

The SCGP provides funds to assist states in establish- ~ The intent of the SCGP is to develop a true comple-
ing, expanding, and improving state-owned cemeter-  ment to, not a replacement for, our federal system of
ies. The program has helped develop 52 operating  national cemeteries. With the enactment of the Veter-
cemeteries across the country, which accounted for  ans Benefits Improvements Act of 1998, the NCA has
18,189 burials of veterans and their eligible family =~ been able to strengthen its partnership with states and
members in FY 2003, an increase of nearly 6% over  increase burial service to veterans, especially those
the prior year. living in less densely populated areas not currently
served by a national cemetery.
With the enactment of the Veterans Benefits Improve-
ments Act of 1998, the state SCGP became instantly ~ States remain, as before enactment of the Veterans
more attractive to states by substantially increasing the ~ Benefits Improvements Act of 1998, totally responsi-
Federal share to 100% of allowable costs, including  ble for operations and maintenance, including addi-
design, construction, and purchase of equipment for  tional equipment needs following the initial Federal
new cemeteries. purchase of equipment. The program allows states, in
concert with the NCA, to plan, design, and construct
In FY 2003 the State Cemetery Grants Program  top-notch, first-class, quality cemeteries to honor
awarded $26.2 million. Over the past two years the  veterans.
program helped develop seven new cemeteries at
Grand Junction, Colorado; Sierra Vista, Arizona; Fort
Dodge, Kansas; Caribou, Maine; Bloomfield and Jack-
sonville, Missouri; and Fort Campbell (Hopkinsville), =~ Congress should fund the SCGP at a level of $37
Kentucky. In addition, the program has on hand 32  million and encourage continued state participation in
preapplications for $138 million and 3 pending  the program.
awards for $14.7 million.
Congress should recognize the increased program
During FY 2004 the IBVSOs anticipate fast-track  interest by the states and provide adequate funding to
openings at new cemeteries under construction: Boise, =~ meet planning, design, construction, and equipment
Idaho (the last state in the United States without a  expenses.
veterans cemetery); Wakeeney, Kansas (300 miles east
of Denver and west of Kansas City, serving rural area ~ The NCA should continue to effectively market the
in western Kansas); Winchendon, Massachusetts (serv- ~ SCGP.
ing the densely populated northern part of the state);
and Suffolk, Virginia (serving 200,000 veterans in the
Tidewater area).
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Veterans’ Burial Benefits:

Veterans’ families do not veceive adequate funeral benefits.

A PricewaterhouseCoopers study, submitted to VA in
December 2000, indicates serious erosion in the value
of burial allowance benefits. While these benefits were
never intended to cover the full costs of burial, they
now pay for only a fraction of what they covered in
1973, when the Federal Government first started
paying burial benefits for our veterans.

In the 107th Congress, the plot allowance, limited to
wartime veterans, was increased for the first time in
more than 28 years to $300 from $150, approximately
6% of funeral costs. The IBVSOs recommend increas-
ing the plot allowance from $300 to $725, an amount
proportionally equal to the benefit paid in 1973, and
expanding the eligibility for the plot allowance to all
veterans who would be eligible for burial in a national
cemetery not just those who served during wartime.

Also in the last Congress, the allowance for service-
connected deaths was increased $500 to $2,000. Prior
to this adjustment, the allowance had been untouched
since 1988. Clearly, it is time this allowance was raised
to make a more meaningful contribution to the costs
of burial for our veterans. The IBVSOs recommend
increasing the service-connected benefit from $2,000
to $4,000, bringing it back up to its original propor-
tionate level of burial costs.

v

The nonservice-connected benefit was last adjusted in
1978, and today it covers just 6% of funeral costs. We
recommend increasing the nonservice-connected bene-
fit from $300 to $1,225, bringing it back up to the
original 22% level.

Finally, the IBVSOs recognize the need to adjust burial
benefits for inflation annually to maintain the value of
these important benefits.

Recommendations:

Congress should increase plot allowance from $300 to
$725 and expand the eligibility for the plot allowance
for all veterans who would be eligible for burial in a
national cemetery, not just those who served during
wartime.

Congress should increase the service-connected benefit

from $2,000 to $4,000.

Congress should increase the nonservice-connected
benefit from $300 to $1,225.

Congress should enact legislation to adjust these burial
benefits for inflation annually.

v

Strategic Planning and Performance Goals

The strategic planning process for the National Cemetery Administration vequives meeting the increasing
demands for burvials and maintaining existing cemeteries to bigh standards.

The Veterans Millennium Heath Care and Benefits Act
(PL. 106-117) required VA to contract for an assess-
ment of the current and future burial needs of our
Nation’s veterans. An independent study, titled A»
Independent Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeter-
zes, was submitted to Congress in 2002. Three volumes
comprise the study: Future Burial Needs, National
Shrine Commitment, and Cemetery Standards of Appear-
ance. In whole, the completed study would help form

the platform for adopting further improvements to
veterans cemeteries.

Volume 1: Future Burial Needs identifies those areas in
the United States with the greatest concentration of
veterans whose burial needs are not served by a
national cemetery. According to the report, current and
planned cemeteries under the NCA fiscal year 2000
strategic plan, which runs through 2006, will service
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most large population centers. However, the report
states that an additional 22 cemeteries will be required
to ensure that 90% of veterans live within 75 miles of a
national cemetery.

The IBVSOs encourage Congress and the Administra-
tion to carefully consider the report’s findings in
achieving burial service objectives. The analysis
provides useful guidelines to continue a strong state
grant program, to expand existing cemeteries wherever
appropriate, and to build new national cemeteries at or
near densely populated areas of veterans. Without the
strong commitment of Congress and its authorizing
and appropriations committees, VA would likely fall
short of burial space for millions of veterans and their
eligible dependents.

Volume 2: National Shrine Commitment provides a
systemwide comprehensive review of the conditions at
119 national cemeteries. Volume 2 identifies 928 proj-
ects across the country for gravesite renovation, repair,
upgrade, and maintenance. According to the study,
these project recommendations were made on the basis
of the existing condition of each cemetery, after taking
into account the cemetery’s age, its burial activity,
burial options, and maintenance programs. The total
estimated cost of completing these projects is nearly
$280 million, according to the study.

The IBVSOs agree with this assessment and believe
that Congress needs to address the condition of NCA
cemeteries and ensure they remain respectful settings
for deceased veterans and visitors. The operations
budget and minor construction budget recommended
by The Independent Budget contain funding to begin
these projects based on the severity of the problems.

Volume 3: Cemetery Standards of Appearance is a careful
presentation of the scope of work required to elevate
existing national cemeteries as national shrines. Volume
3 serves as a planning tool to review and refine overall
operations in order to express the appreciation and
respect of a grateful Nation for the service and sacrifice
of military veterans.

Volume 3 describes one of the most important elements
of veterans’ cemeteries—namely; to honor the memory
of America’s brave men and women who served in the
Armed Forces. “The commitment of the nation,” the
report finds, “as expressed by law, is to create and

maintain national shrines, transcending the provisions
of benefits to the individual.”

The IBVSOs agree with this assessment. The purpose
of these cemeteries as national shrines is one of the
NCAs top priorities. Many of the individual cemeter-
ies within the system are steeped in history: The
monuments, markers, grounds, and related memorial
tributes represent the very foundation of the United
States. With this understanding, the grounds, includ-
ing monuments and individual sites of interment,
represent a national treasure that deserves to be
protected and nurtured.

Indeed, Congress formally recognized veterans ceme-
teries as national shrines in 1973 stating, “All national
and other veterans cemeteries...shall be considered
national shrines as a tribute to our gallant dead.” (PL.
93-43).

In this vein, the IBVSOs call on the Administration
and Congress to provide the resources required to
meet the critical nature of the NCA mission and fulfill
the Nation’s commitment to all veterans who have
served their Country honorably and faithfully. The
current and future needs of NCA require continued
adequate funding to ensure that the NCA remains a
world-class, quality operation to honor veterans and
recognize their contribution and service to the Nation.

An Independent Study on Improvements to Veterans
Cemeteries presents valuable information and tools for
the development of a truly national veterans’ cemetery
system. We recommend Congress give it close exami-
nation because the suggestions it contains require
Congressional and Administrative budgetary support.

As we look forward to funding decisions for fiscal year
2005, the IBVSOs await Congressional action on
appropriating funds for construction of recommended
cemeteries in areas already approved for new sites.
Because the planning and construction horizons of
new cemeteries can take up to 10 years or more, it is
important that the system develop concrete plans to
address the increased demand for burial benefits in
subsequent fiscal years.
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Recommendations:

Congress and the Administration should use An Inde-
pendent Study on Improvements to Veterans Cemeteries to
help form the platform for adopting improvements to
veterans cemeteries and for setting the course to meet
increasing burial demand.

Congress should make funds available to ensure the
proper planning and fast-track construction of needed

v

113

national cemeteries. Adequate funding must be
assured to complete construction of additional
national cemeteries in areas that remain unserved.

Congress and the Administration must find ways to
expand the useful life of currently operating national
cemeteries, build new cemeteries where appropriate,
and encourage state grant program cemeteries as a
means of providing service to veterans.

NATIONAL CEMETERY ADMINISTRATION
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