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U.S. Secretary of Veterans Affairs Eric Shinseki says access to veterans' benefits, a backlog 
of claims and homelessness remain problems for veterans nationally but the government is 
making progress. 

Shinseki, along with Gov. Ted Kulongoski and Sen. Ron Wyden, spent Wednesday morning 
in the Portland area addressing veterans' issues. 

The first stop was the 64th annual convention of the Blinded Veterans Association, where 
Shinseki thanked members for their community support. 

"You once served America, and you are serving her again," he said. 

The retired general outlined the top problems, saying numbers speak for themselves. 

More than half of the veteran population, or about 15 million people, have not sought access 
to health care and other benefits. Shinseki said the reasons are not clear, "but I'm going to 
work on that." 

Veterans who are in the system face a backlog in claims, he added. 

Shinseki spent most of his time, however, focusing on homelessness among veterans. He 
said it's important to catch warning signs, such as depression and poor health, before they 
drive someone to the streets. 

He also touched on the newest GI Bill, which went into effect earlier this month to cover the 
cost of education at public universities and colleges as well as many private schools. 

Wyden and Kulongoski echoed many of Shinseki's comments. Wyden said the government 
needed to "find new ways to reduce red tape for our veterans," while Kulongoski said a state 
veterans task force identified the same three issues Shinseki had pointed out. 

"All of Oregon is proud of you and honored to have you here," said Kulongoski, a former 
Marine. "We welcome you, we honor you, and we wish you the very best." 

At a round-table discussion about veterans' issues at Portland State University later in the 
morning, they were joined by several veterans, including some who are enrolled in 
universities and community colleges across the state. 

The veterans said they were able to find their way through the bureaucratic maze. But they 
remained critical of services offered to veterans who have just returned. 

Jonathan Sanford, Portland State University student body president, joined veterans who 
said the bulk of the counseling offered after service usually sounds more like a pitch to stay 
in the military. 
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The veterans said repeatedly that many just aren't aware of the services that are available to 
help them. 

"At 26 years, I'm still waiting," said Casey Curry. "I'm a 26-year veteran. I'm a disabled 
veteran. I just want to go to school." 

Curry is now attending Clackamas Community College, but he says it took too long to 
make that happen. 

Michael Eschete, a former Marine and recent Portland State graduate, said he wasn't able to 
get access to education through veterans' programs until a friend helped him with the 
process. 

"I didn't know about the program," Eschete said. "You don't know which questions to ask." 

Shinseki offered reassurance for improvement. "The tone and culture in the VA is changing," 
he said. 
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