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Executive Summary 
 

Veteran service officers serve a critical role in assisting veterans and their families with 
applying for a wide range of veterans’ benefits including health care, service-connected 
disability compensation, nonservice-connected pension, employment benefits, 
education benefits, housing benefits, and survivors’ benefits provided by the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). Providing veterans service officer assistance is a 
foundational service provided by state veteran agencies nationwide, including the 
Washington Department of Veterans Affairs (WDVA), and these benefits improve the 
economic security, quality of life, and health care outcomes of veterans and their 
families in many important ways. These veterans’ benefits also reduce reliance on other 
public assistance programs such as Medicaid and Basic Food.  
 
In 2019 the Washington Legislature passed Substitute House Bill 1448 establishing the 
veterans service officer program in Revised Code of Washington (RCW) 43.60A.230. 
This law allows WDVA to provide funds to eligible counties, subject to the availability of 
amounts appropriated in the veterans service officer fund under RCW 43.60A.235, to 
support county veteran service officer positions, and we currently provide funds to six 
eligible counties. We also have veteran service officer partnerships with an additional 17 
counties, seven Indian tribes, and five nonprofit veteran service organizations.  
 
WDVA recommends expanding the veterans service officer program to provide funds to 
all eligible counties, prioritizing counties that are currently lacking veteran service officer 
services. This would improve access to benefits for veterans and their families in 
underserved areas. We also recommend expanding the veterans service officer 
program to include funds for federally recognized Indian tribes that partner with us to 
employ tribal veteran service officers, in a manner similar to counties. 
 

Background 
 
Veteran service officers serve a critical role in assisting veterans and their families with 
applying for a wide range of federal veterans’ benefits including health care, service-
connected disability compensation, nonservice-connected disability pension, 
employment benefits, education benefits, housing benefits, and survivors’ benefits 
provided by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). Many state and local 
veterans’ benefits are also available to veterans and their families such as tuition 
waivers, veterans’ preference in civil service employment, reduced state parks fees, 
reduced hunting and fishing fees, reductions in public transportation fees, and services 
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provided by county veterans programs funded by RCW 73.08. Veteran service officers 
can also assist veterans and their family members with applying for these benefits. 
Veteran service officers will assist veterans and their families at no cost, but veterans 
and their families are not required to work with a veteran service officer to apply for 
veterans’ benefits. Veterans and their families may apply for these benefits on their own 
or seek the assistance of attorneys or claims agents that must also accredited by the 
VA.   
 
Providing veterans service officer services is a foundational service provided by state 
veteran agencies nationwide, including the Washington Department of Veterans Affairs 
(WDVA). The United States Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) allows the VA to 
provide professional accreditation to veteran service officers employed by state veteran 
agencies, federally recognized Indian tribes, and nonprofit veteran service organizations 
under CFR Title 38, Chapter 1, Parts 14.628 and 14.629. Under these regulations, state 
veteran agencies may also extend their veteran service officer accreditation to county 
and tribal veteran service officers that are employees of their respective county or tribal 
government, and that choose to partner with their state veteran agency.  
 
In addition to having several of its own employees working as accredited veteran 
service officers, WDVA also partners with counties, federally recognized Indian tribes, 
and nonprofit veteran service organizations to provide these services and ensure that 
veterans and their families are connected to the benefits they have earned, and which 
can help improve their economic security, qualify of life, and health care outcomes. 
These benefits result in over $6.5 billion per year in federal VA expenditures in 
Washington including over $3.6 billion in disability payments directly to veterans and 
their families and over $2.3 billion in health care services expenditures.1 Additional 
federal veterans’ benefits are available for veterans and their families including 
employment, education, housing, and survivors’ benefits resulting in an additional $396 
million in federal VA expenditures in Washington each year. 
 
As of January of 2023, approximately 30% of veterans were receiving VA service-
connected disability compensation benefits nationwide. The percentage of veterans 
receiving VA disability compensation benefits in Washington was also approximately 
30%. Additionally, approximately 0.65% of veterans in Washington, or 3,500 veterans, 
were receiving VA nonservice-connected disability pension benefits.2 On average, a 
veteran receiving VA service-connected disability compensation benefits receives over 
$1,700 per month in monetary benefits directly. This results in over $3.6 billion per year 
in VA disability payments to veterans in Washington.1    
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According to data obtained from the VA’s National Center for Veterans Analysis and 
Statistics, the percentage of veterans receiving VA disability compensation benefits has 
increased from 17% to 30% nationally between 2009 and 2022. This significant 
increase is the result of an aging population of Vietnam era veterans, a greater 
percentage of veterans leaving military service with VA service-connected disability 
compensation benefits after the Global War on Terrorism, and the expansion of 
eligibility for these benefits resulting from federal case law such as Nehmer v. U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs,3 and federal legislation such as the 2022 Sergeant First 
Class Heath Robinson Honoring our Promise to Address Comprehensive Toxics Act 
(PACT Act).4  
  
To exemplify this increase in the percentage of veterans receiving VA service-
connected disability compensation benefits, in the first two fiscal years after the PACT 
Act passed the number of veterans’ disability claims completed by WDVA’s network of 
veteran service officers doubled, from 8,619 disability claims submitted in state fiscal 
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year 2022 to 17,336 disability claims submitted in state fiscal year 2023. Given this 
significant increase in the number of veterans’ disability claims filed in the past two 
years, the percentage of veterans receiving VA disability benefits is expected in 
continue increasing in the years ahead. However, the Nehmer case and the PACT Act 
have also increased the complexity of filing for VA service-connected disability benefits 
and have led to an increase in demand for accredited veteran service officer services 
nationwide.

 

Activities and Outcomes 
 
The Washington Department of Veterans Affairs partners with counties, federally 
recognized Indian tribes, and nonprofit veteran service organizations to provide veteran 
service officer services. We have several of our own employees accredited to provide 
these services, referred to as state veteran service officers, while nonprofit veteran 
service organizations that are accredited by the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs to 
provide these services are also eligible to receive funds from the agency under RCWs 
43.61.030 and 43.61.070. Counties that wish to employ county veterans service officers 
to provide this service may be eligible to receiving funding from the agency under RCW 
43.60A.230. The Washington Department of Veterans Affairs currently receives 
sufficient funding from the legislature to provide grants to six eligible counties who 
employ county veterans service officer under RCW 43.60A.230 including Asotin, 
Clallam, Island, Skamania, Stevens, and Walla Walla counties.   
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Additionally, there are 17 other counties that have county veteran service officers 
funded by local county funds, primarily their veterans’ relief fund under RCW 73.08. 
These counties maintain memorandums of agreement with WDVA that allow us to 
provide in-kind support services that are important to ensuring that these county 
veterans service officer have the training and tools they need to be successful in 
providing these services. There are also seven federally recognized Indian tribes that 
maintain similar agreements with WDVA to provide in-kind support for their tribal 
veterans service officers. However, WDVA is not authorized to providing funding to 
Indian tribes at the current time as they are outside the scope of RCW 43.60A.230.  

WDVA’s network of veteran service officers, including state, county, and nonprofit 
veterans service officers are indicated by the following map: 

 
 
Under these veterans service officer agreements with counties and Indian tribes, WDVA 
is responsible for providing partnering veterans service officer with training, 
accreditation, access to WDVA’s veterans’ disability claims application system, and 
tracking and reporting of the veterans’ disability claims submitted by partnering veterans 
service officers and the financial outcomes of these claims – the veterans’ disability 
payments made directly to veterans and their families as a result of successful claims. 
Furthermore, WDVA is responsible for representing the appeals for veterans who wish 
to appeal their VA rating decisions before the VA Board of Veterans Appeals as WDVA 
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is considered the veteran’s service organization representative, not the individual 
veteran service officer. 
 
In 2019 the Washington Legislature passed Substitute House Bill 1448 establishing the 
Veterans Service Officer Program in RCW 43.60A.230. This law allows WDVA to 
provide grant funds to eligible counties subject to the availability of amounts 
appropriated in the veterans service officer fund under RCW 43.60A.235. RCW 
43.60A.230 defines eligible counties as those with a total population of one hundred 
thousand or less. There are currently 25 counties with a total population of one hundred 
thousand or less including Adams, Asotin, Chelan, Clallam, Columbia, Douglas, Ferry, 
Garfield, Grays Harbor, Island, Jeferson, Kittitas, Klickitat, Lewis, Lincoln, Mason, 
Okanogan, Pacific, Pend Oreille, San Juan, Skamania, Stevens, Wahkiakum, Walla 
Walla, and Whitman counties.5 
 
Developing veteran service officer grant agreements with counties that are new to the 
program takes an average of three or four months as significant stakeholder 
engagement is necessary to help county leaders and their veterans advisory boards 
understand the role and authority of county veteran service officers and program 
requirements. For many counties this is a new service, and the county veteran service 
officer is a new position in their civil service system. Once a new county veteran service 
office grant agreement is finalized, it can also take counties three or four months to 
recruit and hire an employee into the position, which must be a county employee under 
CFR Title 38, Chapter 1, Parts 14.629 (contractors and/or volunteers are not eligible to 
serve as county veteran service officers), and then it takes an additional month or two 
for the county veteran service officer to become fully trained by WDVA and accredited 
by the VA. At this time, and only at this time, may new county veteran service officers 
begin developing and submitting claims for veterans’ benefits on behalf of the veterans 
and families that they are serving. This means there may be a six-to-eight-month ramp-
up time from the initial phases of onboarding a new county into the program before their 
county veteran service office is able to begin submitting claims for veterans’ benefits.   
 
Once a claim for veterans’ disability benefits has been submitted to the VA by a veteran 
service officer, it takes an average of six months (at the time of this report) for the VA to 
review the claim and notify the veteran of the decision. However, claims involving more 
complex medical conditions or that may need additional development, such as 
collecting supporting evidence, take more time to decide. Approximately 80% of 
veterans’ disability claims are approved by the VA and the veteran or family member will 
only begin receiving monetary benefits once the claim has been approved. Veterans will 
also receive an initial back payment from the effective date the of their claim which is 
typically the month following the date the claim was filed. However, in some cases the 
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claim may be back-dated further. Veterans and their family members whose claims are 
denied by the VA have the right to appeal the decision, although appeal timelines may 
be a year or longer. When a claim is approved by the VA on an appeal the veteran or 
family member will still receive back payment from the date of the original claim. This 
often results in back payments in the tens of thousands of dollars, in addition to the 
monthly payment going forward.  
 
Based on appropriations for the veteran service officer fund, WDVA began developing 
county veteran service officer grant agreement and providing funds to eligible counties 
in fiscal year 2020, beginning with Clallam County and Stevens County. In fiscal year 
2023 funds were expanded to include Island County and Walla Walla County, and in 
fiscal year 2024 funds were expanded further to include Asotin County and Skamania 
County. These six counties are currently receiving funds under this program and funds 
will be provided to additional eligible counties based on future appropriations. 
 
Since the beginning of the county veterans service officer program, in fiscal year 2020, 
the six counties receiving funds from the program have filed 1,279 veterans’ disability 
and survivor’s benefits claims resulting in an estimated $13,439.899 in monetary 
compensation benefits paid directly to veterans and their families. Once a veteran or 
family member is granted veterans’ disability or survivor’s benefits, they typically receive 
this monthly benefit for the remainder of their lives, although monetary benefits may 
increase or decrease in some circumstances. These monthly payments also increase 
with federal cost of living adjustments each year. 
  
The compounding effect of these monthly payments to veterans and their families 
increases year over year and the following figures are conservative estimates of the 
direct financial outcomes of the county veterans service officer program. Additionally, 
veterans and their families who receive veterans’ disability monetary benefits are also 
entitled to expanded veterans’ benefits including VA health care benefits, education 
benefits, and employment benefits that may provide additional payments or allow 
veterans and their families to save money on health care and long-term care services 
that are covered by the VA directly. These benefits have a significant positive impact on 
the lives of veterans and their families and can improve their economic security, quality 
of life, and health care outcomes over their lifetime. These veterans’ benefits also 
reduce reliance on other public assistance programs such as Medicaid and Basic Food.   
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As previously mentioned, of the 25 counties eligible to participate in the veteran service 
officer program, six of these counties, listed in the table above, are receiving funds 
through the program. Of the remaining 19 counties, 11 of them are below the state and 
national average of 30% regarding the percentage of veterans receiving federal VA 
disability benefits, and nine of these counties are lacking in services as they do not have 
veterans service officer funded by the program. These nine counties include Adams, 
Chelan, Douglas, Grays Harbor, Jefferson, Kittitas, Pacific, San Juan, and Whitman 
counties.  

Recommendations 
 
The Washington Department of Veterans Affairs recommends expanding the veterans 
service officer program to provide funds and support veteran service officer services in 
all eligible counties prioritizing the counties that are below the state and national 
average of veterans receiving VA disability benefits. This would improve access to 
veterans’ benefits for veterans and their families in rural areas where they often lack 
access to veteran service officers employed by nonprofit veteran service organizations. 
The estimated costs to expand the veterans service office program is $160,000 per year 
for each additional county. This cost includes grant funds directly to counties and 
WDVA’s costs to provide ongoing training, technical assistance, accreditation, 
technology, monitoring, and reporting for each additional county veteran service 
officers. 
 
Furthermore, we respectfully recommend expanding the veterans service officer 
program to include funds for federally recognized Indian tribes that partner with WDVA 
to employ tribal veteran service officers. Native Americans serve in the United States’ 



 

 
12 

Armed Forces at a higher rate than another other group6 and Native American veterans 
are more likely to lack health insurance than other veterans, they are more likely to have 
a VA service-connected disability than other veterans, and they are less likely to access 
VA benefits and services.7    
 
Federal regulations allow state veterans agencies, including WDVA, to provide veteran 
service officer training and accreditation to tribal veteran service officers, similar to the 
way they do for county veteran service officers, therefore tribal veteran service officers 
can assist WDVA in serving veterans by providing culturally appropriate services in 
Native American communities. The ability to partner with and provide funds to federally 
recognized Indian tribes would improve equity and access to federal veterans’ benefits 
to Native American veterans, which can ultimately improve the health and financial 
security of Native American veterans and their families the same way they do for other 
veterans. 
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