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An Update from Washington- Video Conference with Soldiers in Iraq and Improving Services for Veterans
Last Wednesday I had the honor of participating in a video teleconference with soldiers from the 3rd Heavy Brigade Combat Team (HBCT) of the 3rd Infantry Division of the United States Army, which is now deployed in Iraq.  The unit is based out of Fort Benning, Georgia, and I spoke with about 17 soldiers in the 3rd HBCT who are originally from Alabama. 
The 3rd HBCT is currently in its 4th deployment to Iraq, but its responsibility has shifted to an Advise and Assist Brigade (AAB).  The brigade is halfway through a 12-month deployment.  The “Sledgehammer Brigade” is responsible for a five-province region south of Baghdad, an area roughly the size of Kentucky. 

The Sledgehammer Brigade works with the 8th Iraqi Army Division to train them in neutralizing extremist threats and to protecting the border.  Its ultimate goal is to develop a competent, capable, and professional force capable of securing internal threats in Iraq.  The 3rd also works with the State Department Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) to establish essential services and enable economic growth in the region.  When the U.S. reaches its goal of 50,000 troops in Iraq by August 1, 2010, the 3rd HBCT will be one of only six AABs left in the country.

The troops in the Sledgehammer Brigade are doing work that is vital to the future of Iraq and the continued safety and security of our nation.  We all owe a debt of gratitude to all of our soldiers based overseas.  Time and again, our troops have excelled at every mission they have been given.  It will always be my highest priority to make sure they are given the best possible resources, both while deployed and when they come home. 
Key Veterans Legislation Passes the House
Last week, I voted for the Caregivers and Veterans Omnibus Health Services Act, a bill designed to improve services for veterans and their caregivers.  S. 1963 expands on some of the good work this Congress has done on behalf of our veterans, which includes a historic increase in funding for the Veterans Administration and passing a law to allow for advanced appropriations for the VA.  S. 1963 passed by a unanimous 419-0 vote in the House.
  
The Caregiver Assistance portion of the bill will provide eligible caregivers training and education; counseling and mental health services; and 24 hour in-home respite care among several other provisions.  For female veterans, S. 1963 conducts a study of barriers to women veterans seeking health care; implements a reintegration and readjustment pilot program; and provides up to seven days of post-delivery health care to a new born child of a female veteran.  

The Caregivers and Veterans Omnibus Health Services Act also improves health care for veterans living in rural areas by expanding transportation for veterans to local VA hospitals and clinics.  Additionally, the bill prohibits the VA from collecting copayments from veterans who are catastrophically disabled.  Finally, S. 1963 expands support programs for homeless veterans, which is particularly important to veterans in rural areas. 
S. 1963 has received widespread support from Veterans Service Organizations.  AMVETS noted that the bill “…goes a long way to ensure severely disabled veteran and their family will have the resources needed to provide quality care inside their own homes… ensure that our rural and remote veterans will have access to care through a variety of initiatives.”
Veterans have sacrificed so much to give us the freedoms we enjoy, and we have a responsibility to see that they are always supported when they come home.  Passing this legislation is the least we can do to live up to the obligations we have to our veterans.
As always, if you have any questions, please do not hesitate to call our offices in Montgomery at (334) 277-9113, Dothan at (334) 794-9680, Opp at (334) 493-9253, or Ozark at (334) 445-4600.  You can also visit the website at www.bright.house.gov to sign up for the e-newsletter.  It is my great pleasure to serve you and the entire Second District of Alabama.

