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Good Afternoon Ladies & Gentlemen:

My name is Colleen M. Combs and I live and work in Ontario County in upstate New York with my family.  I am a Registered Nurse and I am also the President of the American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE) Local 3306 here at the VA Medical Center.  I represent all of the licensed professional staff at the Canandaigua facility.  The professionals that I represent are concerned and anxious about the negative impact the proposed closure would have on veterans, working families and all other stakeholders.

Each VA facility has its own uniqueness and charm, but no other facility has the beauty of the Canandaigua campus in the heart of the Finger Lakes region of upstate New York.

The Canandaigua VA is in the process of completing a $5 million dollar renovation project to modernize patient care environments to keep pace with the increasing healthcare needs of the veteran population.  Nicely heated, well-lit tunnels connect the entire facility.  This makes transporting long term care and psychiatric patients easier during the long and hard upstate New York winters.  In addition, the two center courts provide a safe environment for therapeutic patient activity, as well as physical & behavioral rehabilitation.  

Canandaigua is a growing suburban community of Rochester and is the closest VA facility, within 30 miles of the Rochester area, where the greatest concentration of veterans live in western New York.  In fact, Canandaigua is not only the closest VA facility, but is the facility most preferred and utilized in the Rochester area.  We have received the highest customer satisfaction scores in the nation.  (see attachment)

We are close to the New York State Thruway and accessible to public transportation.  This area is growing, with continued projected growth over the next 20 years in Monroe and Ontario counties.  The current VISN 2 proposal to close the Canandaigua facility directly contradicts the standards and principles of CARES, to improve access to care by increasing the travel distance for patients to 60-80 miles to Bath, Batavia, or Syracuse.  It is unreasonable to believe that this proposal is the right thing to do for our veterans or employees.  This proposal also calls for a series of three (3) Reductions in Force (RIF), violating CARES standards and the disruption of 800 working families.  Under the law, the VA must provide long term care for veterans with 70% service connected disability and to other veterans as space is available.  The VA, by planning to close our facility is making a significant and adverse policy change under the guise of planning for space.  By closing our nursing home care beds the VA is saying there will be NO beds available for the 70% service connected or any other veterans.  If as VA’s own data projects, there will be a huge surge in elderly veterans in 2012 and 2022, then shouldn’t we be planning for the long term care needs of the veterans? 

The amended VISN 2 CARES proposal to close the Canandaigua facility is nothing more than and administrative exercise, without thought and without stakeholder input.  There is NO plan in place to care for our 776 seriously mentally ill patients, and our 200 long-term care, domiciliary, substance abuse patients and the outpatients seen here for over 16,000 visits annually.  WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO THESE PATIENTS and THEIR FAMILIES?  They are a very fragile part of our society requiring a strong support network of healthcare professionals and mental health services that they are trusting of and familiar with.  Disabled veterans without consistent care and support risk homelessness and greater illness.  I feel that services provided to veterans are vital to their health and self-sufficiency.  Closing the Canandaigua VAMC would result in the termination of those services by the hospital that is closest to where the majority of veterans and their families reside.  This would also cost more money and put more stress on already taxed community services while failing to provide patient education, prevention of illness and continuity of care for our veterans.

I and the 200 professionals that are represented by the American Federation of Government Employees Local 3306, believe that the Department of Veterans’ Affairs has made a gross error in judgment by proposing to close the Canandaigua facility.  I urge the Commission to modify the plan to allow the Canandaigua VA to continue to meet the current and future long-term care needs of veterans.  

I thank you for the opportunity to present this testimony at this hearing and am confident that the CARES Commissioners will make the right decision in the best interest of veterans, working families and all other stakeholders associated with the Canandaigua VA Medical Center.  

In closing, I would like to share 

                A VETERANS PRAYER

YOU CALLED AND I ANSWERED.

I GAVE MY ALL.

I LEFT MY BOOKS, MY DESK

MY MACHINE, MY STORE

YES, I EVEN LEFT MY MOM & DAD

MY WIFE & KIDS- MY ENTIRE FAMILY.

I PUT MY LIFE ON HOLD

BECAUSE YOU NEEDED ME.

I DID NOT HESITATE TO

ANSWER YOUR CALL

I WENT TO FOREIGN LANDS 

WITHOUR QUESTION ON YOUR

COMMAND.

THERE TOO I LEFT MANY THINGS

BEHIND-

MY FOOT, MY LEG, MY ARM,MY EYES.

YES- EVEN MY MIND.

I LEFT MY LIFE, MY FAMILY,

MY HAPPINESS.

NOW, I’M ASKING FOR HELP.

FOR ME AND MINE.

PLEASE DEAR GOD

DON’T LET AMERICA TURN IT’S BACK 

ON ME.

Author:  Ralph Calabrese  Korea War Veteran

Thank you.

Colleen M. Combs, RN

President AFGE 3306

