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How Veterans and Their Families in Rhode Island's First
District Are Benefiting from the PACT Act

Executive Summary

In August 2022, President Biden, along with House and Senate Democrats, enacted the
Sergeant First Class (SFC) Heath Robinson Honoring our Promise to Address
Comprehensive Toxics (PACT) Act — the most significant expansion of benefits and
services for toxic-exposed Veterans in more than 30 years. This law expands and
extends eligibility for Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) health care and disability
compensation for Veterans with toxic exposures and Veterans of the Vietnam, Gulf War,
and post-9/11 eras; adds more presumptive exposure locations for Agent Orange and
nuclear radiation; requires VA to provide a toxic exposure screening to every Veteran
enrolled in VA health care; and helps improve the VA's research, staff education, and
treatment related to toxic exposures.

Since the PACT Act's enactment, 1,689,739 claims have been submitted by Veterans.
Nationally, 80.8% of the claims have been processed, 75.0% of the processed claims
have been approved, and more than $5.7 billion of earned benefits have been awarded
to Veterans and their survivors.

Veterans in Rhode Island's First District are already benefiting from the law:

e There are approximately 28,619 veterans in the district.’
e The VA has received 1,706 claims under the PACT Act in the district as of May
24,2024.

Background
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For decades, millions of Veterans have unknowingly been exposed to toxic substances
and radiation during their military service.

As a result of the exposures, Veterans have had to face a range of serious health
complications, including many types of cancers, cardiovascular, respiratory, and
neurological disorders, and other chronic ilinesses.? Although the severity of the health
issues can vary, many Veterans have faced debilitating conditions that require ongoing
medical care and support and can cause disability, reduced quality of life, and
premature death.?

Current estimates suggest that more than 5 million Veterans were exposed to toxic
substances or radiation during their military service.*

The type and extent of exposures vary significantly, depending on the time and location
of a Veterans’ military service:

e During World War Il, service members involved in construction projects and
serving on ships were exposed to asbestos.®

e Inthe 1950s and 1960s, Veterans involved in nuclear testing and handling
nuclear weapons risked exposure to radioactive materials.®

e During the Vietham War Veterans faced exposure to Agent Orange, a toxic
herbicide containing dioxin.’

e Veterans from the Gulf War and post-9/11 conflicts were exposed to burn pits
and additional hazards such as chemical weapons and depleted uranium
ammunition.®
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Before passage of the PACT Act, Veterans with toxic exposures had to prove a direct
connection between their medical conditions and a specific toxic exposure that they
faced during their military service. Because of the difficulty connecting a condition to an
exposure, the VA denied nearly 80% of disability claims related to burn pit exposures
before the passage of the PACT Act.? Many Veterans from earlier conflicts also faced
challenges establishing a connection between their medical conditions and their
service-related exposures. As a result, many Veterans experienced frustrating delays or
rejections in receiving the vital medical care they required and earned.

The PACT Act addresses these problems in several ways.

New Presumptive Conditions and Exposure Locations: The PACT Act requires that the
VA automatically presume that Veterans with specified medical conditions who served
in areas with high risks of toxic exposure are eligible for VA medical care and disability
benefits.’ As a result, these Veterans will no longer have to prove that their current
illnesses were the result of a toxic exposure during their military service.

Expanding Eligibility: The PACT Act expands eligibility for VA health care for multiple
groups of Veterans:

e Gulf War and post-9/11 conflicts are now eligible for hospital care, nursing home
services, and medical services for any medical condition over the next decade.

e The PACT Act extends the period that post-9/11 Veterans are eligible to enroll in
VA health care from five years to ten years."

Instituting Mandatory Toxic Exposure Screening: The VA must provide a toxic exposure
screening to every veteran enrolled in VA health care. To date, the VA has administered
screenings to over 5 million Veterans, 2 million of whom have been identified as having
at least one potential exposure.’

Improving Research and Treatment: The PACT Act makes improvements in research,
staff education, and treatment related to toxic exposures.
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As of May 10, 2024, the VA has received 1,689,739 benefit claims under the PACT Act
and has completed processing 1,365,855 of the claims (80.8%). Of the processed
claims, 75.0% have been approved, and $5.7 billion in benefits have been awarded.™

How the PACT Act Is Benefitting Rhode Island's First District

Rhode Island's First District is home to an estimated 28,619 Veterans. From August 10,
2022, to May 24, 2024, these Veterans submitted 1,706 PACT Act-related benefit claims
for disability payments.

The PACT Act makes Veterans with qualifying toxic exposures eligible for VA disability
and medical benefits. The amount they receive will depend on their medical conditions
and how disabling they are. For example:

e If a Veteran in the district with no dependents served in Afghanistan, was
exposed to burn pit fumes during his service, has been diagnosed with cancer,
and is unable to work, the Veteran would now be presumptively eligible for free
medical care at a local VA medical center and to receive $43,460 in annual
disability benefits.’

e |f a married Veteran with one child and dependent elderly parents in the district
served in Operation Iraqi Freedom, is suffering from chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease and other respiratory disorders, and is unable to work, the
Veteran would now be able to receive free medical care through the VA and could
potentially receive annual disability benefits up to $51,550.'°

Survivors of Veterans are now eligible to reapply for benefits that may have been
unavailable to them, including retroactive payments. For example:

e |f a widow in the district who was married to a Vietnam Veteran who died from
lung cancer was previously denied survivor benefits, the widow could now
reapply and receive retroactive benefits as well as a minimum monthly survivor
benefit payment of $1,612.75."

Conclusion
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For too long, our service members have put their lives at risk to defend our nation and
returned home with a greater risk of cancer, respiratory diseases, and other harmful
conditions because of these toxins. The PACT Act ensures that these courageous men
and women won't have to navigate a web of red tape to receive treatment and other
benefits. Just as our Veterans made a commitment to serve our nation, our nation has a
responsibility to serve them long after they take off the uniform. Now, thanks to
Democrats and President Joe Biden, the PACT Act is ensuring our veterans have access
to the lifesaving care they have earned. Veterans should visit VA.Gov/PACT to take
advantage of all that the PACT Act has to offer.

This report was last updated on May 24, 2024"®
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