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For more than 75 years, PARALYZED VETERANS OF 
AMERICA—the nation’s premier nonprofit of choice for 
disabled veterans, their families, and caregivers—has led 
the fight for accessibility and provided a full circle of support 
from the point of injury or diagnosis to all of life’s milestones. 
With offices inside every Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) 
spinal cord injury and disorder (SCI/D) center across the U.S., 
PVA is unmatched. Staffed with licensed architects, medical 

professionals, legal experts, and leaders in research and education, PVA fights to help veterans with SCI/D 
or diseases, like MS and ALS, receive the benefits they earned, the specialized health care they deserve, 
the accessible homes and vehicles they need, and the meaningful careers they want.

For these veterans to thrive, they must have access to high-quality, comprehensive health care and timely 
delivery of all earned benefits. They must also have equitable access to the same opportunities and freedoms 
available to all Americans.    

Protect Access to VA’s Specialized Health Care Services
To ensure access to VA’s health care system, it must receive sufficient funding. Without it, VA will 
be unable to provide veterans proper care, hire and retain health care professionals and support 
workers, and maintain and expand VA medical infrastructure. 

PVA advocates for proper funding for the SCI/D system of care through the Independent 
Budget—a partnership with DAV, PVA, and VFW. In addition to adequate funding, other reforms 
are needed to ensure VA can meet veterans’ health care needs.

Staffing
VA must effectively use the pay and workforce provisions approved in Public Law 117-
103 (RAISE Act provisions) and the PACT Act (Public Law 117-168) to recruit and retain 
necessary health care professionals. VA must also increase retention incentives and 
reform its hiring processes, including working with Congress to make needed reforms. 
Congress must also take additional action to boost pay caps for other providers not 
included in the RAISE Act provisions and Pact Act.   

Infrastructure
VA’s infrastructure processes need to be reformed and staffing increased to 
allow the department to effectively use needed funding. VA also must develop a 
nationwide infrastructure plan to better address the SCI/D system’s unique care 
delivery model.  
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Expand Access to VA Long-Term Services and Supports
VA’s services span the spectrum from facility-based care to home and community-based 
services. Increased availability of this range of resources is crucial to the long-term health of 
paralyzed veterans, as well as ensuring all veterans are able to receive the care they need 
throughout their lives in the setting of their choice. 

Facility-Based Long-Term Care 
VA must adequately assess the number of veterans with SCI/D who need facility-
based specialty long-term care and implement reforms needed to prioritize these 
types of infrastructure projects. 

Home and Community-Based Services and Caregiver Supports
VA must increase access to home and community based-services. VA needs to expedite 
expansion of the Veteran-Directed Care program. This program provides veterans 
with the ability to direct their own care and hire individuals, including family members, 
who will help them with their everyday needs. Veterans must also be able to continue 
receiving VA funds that allow them to pay their caregivers, even when hospitalized. 
Congress and VA must also prioritize efforts to increase the direct care workforce and 
allow VA to provide veterans with financial support for assisted living options.  

VA must reform the Program of Comprehensive Assistance for Family Caregivers 
(PCAFC). Restrictive eligibility criteria have kept some paralyzed veterans from being 
found eligible for this program. For those veterans who are not eligible for the PCAFC, 
VA should provide them with more information about other programs available to help 
them, including the general caregiver program.

The Administration and Congress must improve supports for caregivers as 
outlined in the 2022 National Strategy to Support Family Caregivers, which was 
developed by the RAISE Family Caregiving Act and Supporting Grandparents Raising 
Grandchildren Act advisory committees and focuses on the needs of all caregivers.  

Improve VA Benefits and Health Care Services for Paralyzed Veterans 
and their Survivors

Veterans and Survivor Benefits
Congress must increase VA Special Monthly Compensation/Aid and Attendance 
benefits for catastrophically disabled veterans to offset increased costs for home care 
and other needed supports.

Congress must continue to improve access to services and benefits for veterans who 
have experienced military sexual trauma. 

Congress must pass legislation ending forfeiture of military retirement pay to receive 
VA disability compensation.

Congress must increase the rate of Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) 
for surviving dependents and lower the eligibility threshold. Congress must also 
ensure survivors of ALS veterans have access to enhanced DIC benefits. 

Transportation Programs and Supports
Congress must authorize veterans who have nonservice-connected catastrophic 
disabilities to receive adaptive equipment from VA to drive their vehicles. VA and 
Congress must also provide improved transportation services and supports that help 
veterans access needed health care.   

Life Insurance Benefits
Congress must reform VALife to allow premium waivers for catastrophically 
disabled veterans and ensure ALS veterans’ survivors receive these critical benefits.

Home Modification Grants
Congress must raise the rate of funding available through VA’s Home 
Improvements and Structural Alterations grant program to allow eligible veterans 
to access needed housing modifications due to their disabilities. 

Health Care and Benefits for Women Veterans
VA must consider the unique needs of women veterans with SCI/D when delivering 
and developing services and benefits, including those that are gender specific.

Assisted Reproductive Technologies
Congress must repeal VA’s ban on IVF and authorize VA to provide assisted 
reproductive technology, including IVF, surrogacy, and gamete donation at VA for 
any veterans enrolled in VA health care. 
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OUR VETERAN JOURNEY 2023
Protect the Civil Rights of People with Disabilities
Protecting the civil rights of people with disabilities is important to ensuring their ability to 
access the opportunities and freedoms available to all Americans to allow them to live, work, 
travel, and fully participate in society.

Improve Access to Air Travel
Congress must make systemic changes in the next FAA Reauthorization to improve 
air travel for people with disabilities, particularly wheelchairs users, by reforming 
the Air Carrier Access Act to add standards for aircraft accessibility and improve 
enforcement of the law. Congress must also improve paralyzed veterans’ access to 
programs that facilitate the security screening process. 

Increase Disability Access
Congress must enhance tax incentives to help businesses comply with their 
obligations under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Also, the Department 
of Justice must investigate more individual ADA complaints and issue long-overdue 
regulations related to hotel bed height and accessible medical equipment standards. 

Industries creating new models and forms of transportation, including electric and 
autonomous vehicles, must ensure disability access as a matter of equity. 

Improve Access to Social Security Benefits
Congress must end the five-month wait for Social Security disability insurance 
benefits to ensure people with disabilities have financial support when they most 
need it. Veterans must receive more information about Social Security benefits and 
assistance in applying for them. Also, Congress must ensure that caregivers who are 
not in the workforce because they are providing caregiving assistance are able to 
receive credit under Social Security. 

Increase Employment Prospects for Veterans with Disabilities
Congress must increase access to employment opportunities for veterans with 
significant disabilities through tax incentives for employers and improvements to 
supports provided to veterans through the state workforce system. VA’s Veteran 
Readiness and Employment program must ensure veterans with catastrophic 
disabilities are able to fully access the services that allow them to return to work. 

  

From the bedside to the transition home and beyond, PVA fights for catastrophically disabled veterans, their families 
and caregivers at every twist and turn along their life journey. PVA advocates before Congress to ensure their claims 
are filed, their benefits are secured, and that they receive specialized, veteran-centric health care. PVA also works to 
ensure our members’ voices are heard year-round and that they are given equitable access to meaningful careers, 
adaptive housing and automobile grants, accessible communities, assisted reproductive technologies, and more. 
And when a veteran has passed on, PVA works to ensure their families are taken care of.  

PVA 2023 Policy Priorities 7
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VA SCI/D SYSTEM OF CARE

Veteran Snapshot
Veterans with SCI: 

•	 Roughly 450 veterans are newly injured each year

•	 Of the nearly 18K veterans on VA’s SCI/D 
registry—95.5% are male and 4.5% are female, 
as of Oct. 1, 2022

Veterans with MS:

•	 Of the nearly 20K veterans who receive VA 
health care for MS ea. year, over 4,800 are on 
VA’s SCI/D registry, with 77.4% male and 22.6% 
female, as of October 1, 2022*

•	 Female to male ratio for all MS diagnoses is 3:1

Veterans with ALS:

•	 Over 1K veterans are newly diagnosed with 
ALS each year

•	 Of the nearly, 4,600 veterans who receive 
VA health care for ALS each year, over 1,700 
veterans with motor neuron diseases (most 
common form is ALS) are on VA’s SCI/D 
registry, with 94.7% male and 5.3% female as 
of October 1, 2022*

*Some VA SCI/D centers add veterans with MS and ALS only 
to the Neurology registry.

SCI/D Center Snapshot
•	 There are 123 SCI/D Spoke Centers, 25 SCI/D 

Hub Centers, and 6 LTC Centers.

•	 The largest SCI/D LTC center has 47 beds 
(Hampton, VA) and smallest has 12 (Long 
Beach, CA).

  Top 3 SCI/D System Challenges in 2022

1) Insufficient Long-Term Care (LTC) 
Availability

•	 Veterans with spinal cord injuries and disorders 
(SCI/D) remain in SCI/D acute units for years 
because there are no LTC beds available.

•	 Care in community LTC facilities is often not able 
to safely meet the needs of veterans with SCI/D.

2) Staffing Shortages 

•	 There are nearly 600 nursing position vacancies 
across the SCI/D system.

•	 Staffing shortages impact SCI/D acute units more 
than any other type of acute care.

•	 Depending on the function level of an acute SCI/D 
patient, a nurse may spend an hour or more 
each time they enter a veteran’s room doing 
physical transfers, repositioning, wound care, 
feeding assistance, bowel and bladder care, and 
other tasks. Nurses in other areas of work may 
be in and out of a patient’s room in a matter of 
minutes.

•	 Despite the increased care that veterans 
with SCI/D require, not all SCI/D nursing staff 
(including licensed practical nurses and nursing 
assistants) receive specialty pay, which leads to 
turnover.

3) Social Isolation of Patients 
•	 The COVID-19 pandemic is evolving into a mental 

health crisis from strict isolation.

•	 Veterans with SCI/D have endured stricter 
pandemic-related isolation precautions. Most 
LTCs have not re-opened fully and still impose 
strict isolation requirements for residents.

•	 Essential programs, like peer mentoring, in-
person support groups, and therapy offerings 
(i.e. gym hours and off-site recreation activities) 
remain very limited or unavailable.

•	 Visitor restrictions also remain in place and 
change frequently.

Age Category
Primary Qualifying Diagnosis

All Diagnoses
Spinal Cord Injury Multiple Sclerosis Motor Neuron Disorders

34 or Younger 567 119 11 697

35-49 Years 1,914 865 101 2,880

50-64 Years 5,389 1843 467 7,699

65-79 Years 8,669 1838 912 11,419

80 or Older 1,274 185 210 1,669

Total 17,813 4,850 1,701 24,364

*Veterans on the SCI/D registry as of October 1, 2022

Veterans with SCI/D by Age*
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Susan Prokop
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SusanP@PVA.org

Issues: Social Security Disability Insurance, Fair 
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THE
INDEPENDENT
THE
INDEPENDENTINDEPENDENT
THE

BUDGET
Veterans Agenda for the 118th Congress

BUDGET FOR FY 2024–2025 / CRITICAL ISSUES

Co-authored by DAV (Disabled American Veterans), Paralyzed Veterans 
of America, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States, The 
Independent Budget’s critical issues for the 118th Congress and budget 

recommendations for the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) for fiscal 
years 2024 and 2025 serve as a roadmap to ensure the VA is fully funded 
and focused on carrying out its mission to serve veterans and their families. 
To review this year’s budget recommendations, as well as the Veterans 
Agenda for the 118th Congress, visit The Independent Budget website!
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