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Funds set for new VA hospital

Joseph Gerth
November 2, 2008
The Department of Veterans Affairs has committed in writing to spend $75 million to begin the process of building a new VA hospital in Louisville, U.S. Sen. Mitch McConnell announced yesterday.

It's the first significant money that will be spent on the $400 million project and serves as the federal government's most serious commitment to build the hospital.

"This is a really important day for Kentucky's veterans," McConnell, R-Ky., said. "This is important for our existing veterans as well as those who are returning from defending us in the war on terror."

McConnell and U.S. Rep. John Yarmuth, D-3rd, had both been given informal word by VA Secretary James Peake that the agency would spend $60 million to $75 million during the coming year for land acquisition, site preparation and design.

But at yesterday's announcement, McConnell said it was significant that Peake put his intention to spend the money in an Oct. 31 letter to McConnell, saying it is very unlikely that a replacement for Peake, when the administration changes, would renege.

The $75 million is the most money that could be used in the project's first year, McConnell said.

McConnell said he had no control over the timing of the announcement -- three days before Tuesday's election -- saying that he had requested the letter from Peake more than a month ago.

Veterans in Louisville have long sought a new facility to replace the hospital on Zorn Avenue, which opened in 1951, saying it is outdated and can't provide the care they need.

"This completes the first major step toward making this facility a reality for the brave veterans of Kentucky," McConnell said. "The veterans of the commonwealth have served the nation nobly and will soon have access to a state-of-the-art facility which they certainly, richly deserve."

Both McConnell and Yarmuth had tried to put varying amounts of money in the 2009 federal budget to begin work on the hospital. Ultimately, McConnell inserted language in the budget directing the VA to obligate as much as it can for the hospital.

In his Sept. 27 letter to Peake, McConnell reminded him that the House and Senate wanted money spent on the project. "Only by providing the full amount of funding will the VA satisfy the intent of Congress," he wrote.

In his letter responding to McConnell, Peake said the allocation of money "continues the commitment made by the VA" to the project.

The issue of whether the money truly existed has become a topic in the House race between Yarmuth and former Rep. Anne Northup, a Republican.

Northup, who pushed for the hospital while she was in Congress, has argued that because there is not a specific line item in the budget, Yarmuth was not telling the truth when he said that he had obtained money for the project.

"The whole thing is completely bogus," she said at an Oct. 23 press conference outside the VA hospital.

Yarmuth hailed the announcement.

"I am grateful the VA is increasing its commitment to Louisville's new hospital to $75 million. This is something that we have fought hard for, because through sacrifice and bravery, Louisville's veterans have earned the right to the very best care," he said in a statement.

Yarmuth's spokesman, Stuart Perelmuter, refused to comment on Northup's criticism, saying, "We don't want to get into that. This is not a political matter. …. It's about the veterans."

Ted Jackson, a Northup adviser, didn't return phone calls.

McConnell refused to comment on whether his press conference undercuts Northup, his fellow Republican.

"I'll leave it to others to write about politics," McConnell said. "But the business of government doesn't stop just because a campaign's going on."
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