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Veterans Affairs Secre-
tary David J. Shulkin an-
nounced this week that his
priorities for improving
services to veterans in-
clude expanding their
access to private-sector
health care in part by ask-
ing Congress to remove
two irksome cost controls.
Under the oft-criticized

Choice program, enacted
in 2014 in response to a
wait-time scandal across
the VA health system,
veterans can seek private-
sector care at VA expense
only if they face wait times
longer than 30 days for a
VA appointment or they
live more than 40 miles
from a VA health care
facility.
Congress set these re-

strictions to limit the exo-
dus of patients to private-
sector care during what
was seen as temporary
crisis. Without them, the
Congressional Budget
Office predicted, Choice
users would burn through
the $10 billion set aside
for a three-year emergen-
cy program in less than a
year.
The Trump adminis-

tration now wants Choice
extended and expanded,
as do key congressional
leaders, despite warnings
from veteran service or-
ganizations that shifting
too many patients and too
much funding to private-
sector care could begin a
slide toward full priv-
atization of VA health

care.
Shulkin told a confer-

ence of the American
Legion on Tuesday that he
wants Congress to extend
authority for Choice past
its Aug. 7 sunset date “be-
cause we need those re-
sources to be able to pro-
vide the care for veterans
that they deserve.”

FASTER ACCESS
More surprisingly, Shul-

kin said VA will seek au-
thority to redesign Choice
to provide faster access to
private-sector care, which
“means we’re going to
need to eliminate the
40-mile/30-day rule.”
President Donald Trump,
he added, is committed to
such moves to ensure
more timely care.
VA policymakers made

the early cost projections
by congressional auditors
look wildly high. They did
so by continuing to serve
as gatekeepers on access
to non-VA care, referring
patients whenever possible
to approved networks of
civilian providers, and
leaving veterans frustrat-
ed, angry and complaining
to Congress.
By early 2016, VA had

revised the 40-mile-rule
twice to broaden eligi-
bility, first by replacing
“as-the-crow flies” dis-
tance with driving dis-
tance to the nearest VA
hospital or clinic, and later
mandating that a VA facil-
ity must have at least one
primary care physician to
be counted in the 40-mile
rule.
Rep. Phil Roe, R-Tenn.,

a physician who now leads
the House Veterans Affairs
Committee, noted that the
VA health budget has
climbed from $97 billion
in 2009 to almost $180
billion this year while VA
hired 100,000 more
health care employees, he
told Legionnaires. Still,
Roe said, he wants to see
access to private-sector
care expanded and veter-
ans put “in charge of
health care decisions.”
“If you feel like you’re

not getting the care you
need at the VA hospital,
then you should have the
choice to go where you
want,” Roe said. Veterans
deserve “the absolute best
health care that can be
provided by anybody in
the world,” he added.
Sen. John McCain, R-

Ariz., an architect of the
Choice program, also
wants it expanded. He said
VA “does the best job of
anybody on PTSD, trau-
matic brain injury, pros-
theses” and other select
health services. But veter-
ans shouldn’t have to wait
to get routine medical
care, McCain told the
Legion conferees. They
should have the same
access to local physicians
and hospitals as do Medi-
care patients.
Shulkin listed nine other

priorities, some with sig-
nificant price tags includ-
ing modernizing VA’s
electronic medical re-
cords. But one pending
issue he didn’t discuss
could increase VA costs by
more than many of his
other priorities combined.

Shulkin is said to be
weeks away from deciding
if hundreds of thousands
more Vietnam War veter-
ans will be eligible for VA
compensation and health
care for new illnesses
linked to Agent Orange
and other herbicides used
in the war.

MORE AILMENTS
Among ailments under

final review is hyperten-
sion (high blood pressure)
which afflicts two-thirds of
elderly American to in-
clude Vietnam War-era
veterans.
Other conditions that

might be added to the list
of 17 ailments that VA
presumes were caused by
wartime herbicide expo-
sure are bladder cancer,
hypothyroidism and con-
ditions with Parkinson’s-
like symptoms.
A year ago the National

Academy of Medicine,
formerly known as the
Institute of Medicine of
the National Academy of
Sciences, delivered to VA
the last of a series of re-
views of scientific studies
on ailments possibly
linked to chemicals used
in Vietnam to defoliate
jungles where the enemy
could hide.
The National Academy

concluded that recent
research strengthens the
association to herbicide
exposure of bladder can-
cer and hypothyroidism,
finding “limited or sug-
gestive” evidence of a link.

That was an upgrade from
“inadequate or insuffi-
cient” evidence found
earlier. The report also
affirmed limited or sug-
gestive evidence that her-
bicides could cause hyper-
tension. And it found “no
rational basis” not to add
conditions that cause Par-
kinson’s-like symptoms
from the limited or sug-
gestive evidence category
too.
Dr. Ralph Loren Er-

ickson, chief consultant of
post-deployment health
services for the Veterans
Health Administration,
said the academy findings
were reviewed for months
by a VA technical work
group that included ex-
perts in disability compen-
sation, environmental
medicine, public health,
toxicology, epidemiology
and legal requirements of
relevant statutes. That
work then was reviewed
by a strategic work group
and finally a task force of
senior VA leaders. Shulkin
received their final packet
of recommendations on
Feb. 17, three days after he
was sworn into office.
“It doesn’t take much

imagination to realize how
broad it would be and the
costs involved” if Shulkin,
backed by staff work,
decides high blood pres-
sure is a service-connected
condition for Vietnam
veterans, said Rep. Tim
Walz, D-Minn., ranking
Democrat on the House
Veterans Affairs Commit-

tee.
“I trust the secretary. I

know he’ll do what’s best
for veterans,” said Walz.
“But I think we put him in
a very difficult position”
where a decision to add
high blood pressure to the
list of presumptive condi-
tions would also force him
to ask for billions of dol-
lars more to process
claims, award compensa-
tion and provide care for a
condition common in any
adult population, or else
cut back on other VA serv-
ices.
The Defense Depart-

ment estimates 3.4 million
service members deployed
to Southeast Asia from
1964 through 1975. If 75
percent are still alive and,
based on age, two-thirds
have high blood pressure,
that’s almost 1.7 million
more veterans potentially
filing new compensation
claims.
Asked if VA takes cost

into account for such deci-
sions, Erickson said no.
“I suppose at some later

date someone who is paid
to count beans and to cost
things out will probably
come up with a number,”
he said. “But as it relates
to the decision for presum-
ption, cost is not a factor.
What we are guided by is
if the scientific evidence in
the peer review literature
sufficient to support pre-
sumption.”
Erickson said the draft-

ing of new rules following
the secretary’s decision on
possible new presumptions
would take several months
because other federal
agencies, including the
Office of Management
and Budget, would be
involved.

Send comments to Military
Update, P.O. Box 231111,
Centreville, VA, 20120, or
email milupdate@aol.com,
or twitter: Tom Philpott
@Military_Update
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VA costs could expand
with ‘Choice’ reform
BY TOM PHILPOTT
Contributing writer

‘‘“IF YOU FEEL LIKE YOU’RE NOT GETTING
THE CARE YOU NEED AT THE VA
HOSPITAL, THEN YOU SHOULD HAVE
THE CHOICE TO GO WHERE YOU WANT.”
Rep. Phil Roe, R-Tenn., a physician who now leads the
House Veterans Affairs Committee

Investment perform-
ance can be stated in
several different ways.
This can make it mislead-
ing and confusing to eval-
uate.
Your personal internal

rate of return, time-
weighted return and cost-
basis return could all
show different perform-
ance than the standar-
dized performance pub-
lished for a mutual fund,
exchange-traded fund or
other investment over a
given period.
Your most significant

consideration should be
given to monitoring the
probability that your fi-
nancial plan will fund
your long-term goals. It’s
this number that is the
most relevant measure of
your progress and the
adequacy of your invest-
ments.There are two
common ways to report
returns.
Internal rate of return

adjusts for the size and
timing of cash-flow
events (contributions or
withdrawals from the
portfolio). Internal rate of
return is best used as a
measure of progress
against a goal — for in-
stance, evaluating wheth-
er your long-term finan-
cial plan is on track.
Time-weighted return

does not adjust for the
size or timing of cash-
flow events within the
period being measured. It
is more commonly appli-
cable when comparing
your portfolio return to a
benchmark.
If there are no contribu-

tions or withdrawals, the
internal rate of return and
time-weighted return
should be the same. The
larger the amount of
money moving in or out
of the portfolio and the
shorter the history of the

portfolio being measured,
the more likely to be a
discrepancy between
time-weighted and in-
ternal rate of return.
While these forms of

returns are how profes-
sionals measure port-
foliowide performance,
individual investors often
focus on a different mea-
sure, cost-basis return of
individual holdings. Cost
basis receives more atten-
tion this time of year
because of its relationship
to capital gains taxes in
nonretirement accounts.
Many investment ac-

count statements identify
the month-end market
value of a position as well
as the cost basis. The
basis is the total amount
you have invested in the
holding over time adding
together the initial contri-
bution, any subsequent
contributions or with-
drawals and any rein-
vestment of income paid
out by the fund.
With stocks or stock

mutual funds, where
more return is typically
generated from changes
in the price of the in-
vestment, cost basis is
less misleading. With
bond funds, however,
cost-basis returns need
extra scrutiny to under-
stand. With funds that
pay out regular income,
one measure of fund per-
formance could show
gains while, in actuality,
you’ve invested more in
the fund than it is cur-
rently worth, signifying a
loss in terms of cost bas-
is.Here’s a simplified
example of how a fund
company could report
positive performance
while you have a capital
loss.
Say you invest $10,000

on the first day of year.
You buy 1,000 shares at
$10 each. The fund pays
out income of $50 per
month. That income is
reinvested in five new

shares each month, all
purchased at $10. At the
end of the year, you have
1,060 shares at $10 each
for a total market value of
$10,600.
The price return/capital

appreciation of the fund
for the year was zero. The
share price started at $10
and ended at $10. The
total return (price change
plus income paid out) was
6 percent (you earned
$600 on a $10,000 in-
vestment), in this case, a
relatively good return
made up entirely of in-
come paid out by the
fund. Given this math, it’s
possible for the price of
the investment to go
down but still have a
positive total return. Ima-
gine that the fund’s value
dropped to $9.90 per
share at the end of the
year. The 1,060 shares
would be worth $10,494
but your cost basis would
be $10,600. It would
appear that you’ve lost
money but the total re-
turn would be 4.94 per-
cent (6 percent income
return reduced by the 1
percent price decline).
This cost basis return

measurement then is
complicated by adding
the effect of taxes in non-
retirement accounts. The
$600 of income received
was fully reinvested but
you are responsible for
paying tax on this in-
come. You pay this tax
due as part of your in-
come tax, lowering the
after-tax return of the
investment. This is one
reason why it’s usually
preferable to hold bond
funds in a tax-deferred
account such as an IRA.
This is also an example

of how income is nice to
have in a portfolio but
ultimately the total return
of capital appreciation
plus income is more im-
portant. And total return
is certainly the appropri-
ate figure to use when
measuring performance
and progress toward your
goals.

Gary Brooks is a certified
financial planner and the
president of BHJ Wealth
Advisors, a registered
investment adviser in Gig
Harbor. Reach him at
gary@bhjadvisors.com.
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HOW TO REACH US Friday 1 year ago
Prime rate 3.75 3.50
Federal Target Rate 0.75 0.50
3-month Treasury bills 0.71 0.28
6-month Treasury bills 0.84 0.46
10-year Treasury notes 2.49 1.83
30-year Treasury bonds 3.08 2.65

— BLOOMBERG.COM AND U.S. TREASURY

KEY RATES

Here is what Puget Sound-area banks and thrifts were offering on key consumer-loan and deposit
instruments on Friday. All yields are annual.

DEPOSITS MMA:
Rates and yields on money-market
accounts with a balance of $2,500.
CD: Fixed rates and yields on one-year
certificates of deposit of $5,000.
IRA: Fixed rates and yields on 18-month ac-

counts.

LOANS
Auto: Fixed rate for a $10,000, 60-month,

new-car loan and for a $7,000, 48-month, used-car
loan for a 1- to 3-year-old model. Actual rates
might change with variations from the scenario,
and fees and other costs at loan initiation.

DEPOSITS AUTO LOANS
Institution MMA CD IRA New Used
America's CU 0.20/0.20 0.35/0.35 0.45/0.45 5.740 5.740
Chase 0.01/0.01 0.01/0.01 0.05/0.05 2.990 3.390
Columbia Bank 0.03/0.03 0.06/0.06 0.07/0.07 3.556 3.628
Commencement Bank 0.10/0.10 0.30/0.30 0.30/0.30 4.057 5.373
HomeStreet Bank - West-
ern

0.45/0.45 0.35/0.35 0.35/0.35 NO NO

KeyBank 0.04/0.04 0.15/0.15 0.10/0.10 3.740 4.390
Qualstar CU 0.25/0.25 0.40/0.40 0.50/0.50 2.740 2.490
Sound CU 0.05/0.05 0.15/0.15 0.30/0.30 2.940 2.640
Tapco CU 0.03/0.03 NO/NO NO/NO 2.740 2.490
U.S. Bank 0.05/0.05 0.10/0.10 0.15/0.15 4.250 3.745
Verity CU 0.10/0.10 0.35/0.35 0.43/0.43 2.790 2.640
Washington average 0.12/0.12 0.22/0.22 0.27/0.27 3.554 3.653
NA: Not available NO: Not offered

Source: Informa Research Services 818-880-8877 Ext. 266
**Do not have a bank, thrift or credit union charter; all products are FDIC insured

MONEY RATES

life, pay to have it inspected and serviced, says
Denver agent Anthony Rael. Leave the contrac-
tor’s report and bill on the kitchen counter for
buyers to see. Rael also suggests that you con-
sider buying a home warranty, which covers
major appliances, wiring, and heating, cooling
and plumbing systems. For about $400 to
$600, it will protect you during the listing per-
iod if, say, an older appliance needs to be re-
placed, and it will reassure buyers that they will
be protected for at least a year after they pur-
chase the home. Real estate agents typically
sell you the warranty or refer you to independ-
ent providers. (Check the warranty company’s
Better Business Bureau rating at bbb.org.) You
can transfer the warranty to the buyer at clos-
ing for a nominal fee.

Patricia Mertz Esswein is an associate editor at
Kiplinger’s Personal Finance magazine. Send
your questions and comments to moneypower@
kiplinger.com.
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MONEY
POWER SAN FRANCISCO

A California high school has
made millions of dollars from the
initial public offering of shares in
Snap Inc., the company behind the
Snapchat photo messaging appli-
cation.
Simon Chiu, the president of

Saint Francis high school in Moun-
tainview, said the school board
agreed to invest $15,000 in seed
money in Snap in 2012, when the
company was just getting started.
They had been invited to do so by
one of the student’s parents, who
was a venture capital investor.
Snap shares sold for $17 each in

an IPO this week and their price
rocketed 44 percent higher when
trading began Thursday.
The school was quoted by media

including Quartz as saying they
sold two-thirds of their shares at
$17 each, to raise $24 million.

Calif. high school earns
$24M from Snap IPO


