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n May 25, 2016, the Depart-
O ment of Veterans Affairs (VA)

published a proposed rule
change in the Federal Register under
the simple heading “Advanced Prac-
tice Registered Nurses” From such
modest beginnings stemmed a poten-
tial game-changer for advanced prac-
tice clinicians in this country: In sum-
mary, the VA proposed to “amend
its medical regulations to permit full
practice authority of all VA advanced
practice registered nurses (APRNSs)
when they are acting within the scope
of their VA employment.”!

The impetus for the VA’s proposal
is that 505,000 veterans wait 30 days
to access care within the VA system—
and 300,000 wait between 31 and 60
days for health services.? Granting
plenary practice to VA APRNs would
enable them to respond to this back-
log of patients, since veterans would
have direct access to APRNs who
practice within the VA system, regard-
less of their state of licensure.

More than 4,800 NPs work within
the VA; they provide clinical assess-
ments, order appropriate tests and
medications, and develop patient-
centered care plans.>® Research has
documented that outcomes for pa-
tients whose care is managed by NPs
are equal to or better than outcomes
for similar patients who are managed
by physicians.* As Major General Vin-
cent Boles of the US Army (retired)
stated, “Veterans rely on VA health
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care to take care of them, and the
VA’s nurse practitioners are qualified
to provide our veterans with the care
they need and deserve.”

Allowing veterans access to high-
quality care is a 21st century solution
that is “zero risk, zero cost, zero delay,’
according to Dr. Cindy Cooke, Presi-
dent of the American Association of
Nurse Practitioners (AANP).* And it
is not just the AANP that supports this
rule change. Ninety-one percent of
US households that are home to a vet-
eran, and 88% of Americans overall,
express support for the VA proposal.
In a Mellman Group survey of more
than 1,000 adults, strong support was
noted across party lines (91% of Re-
publicans; 90% of Democrats)—a rar-
ity in our current political climate.*

Support for full practice author-
ity for NPs at the VA has come from
more than 60 organizations, includ-
ing the Military Officers’ Association
of America, the Air Force Sergeants
Association, AARP (with 3.7 million
veteran households in its member-
ship), and 80 bipartisan members of
Congress.® At the AANP annual con-
ference in San Antonio, Dr. Cooke
was joined by leaders from the local
American Legion and retired military
officers who announced their support
for this “change in practice.”?

However, among the more than
162,000 comments received by the VA
during the public comment period,
there were dissenting opinions. On
July 13, 2016, Dr. Robert Wergin, Chair
of the Board of the American Acad-
emy of Family Physicians (AAFP),
sent a letter to Dr. David Shulkin, the
Undersecretary of Health in the VA,
stating that there were “significant
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concerns” about the rule change.
His main point was that grant-
ing full practice authority to NPs
would “alter the consistent stan-
dards of care for veterans over
nonveterans in the states; further
fragment the health care system;
and dismantle physician-led
team-based health care models.”
He also stated that “the AAFP
strongly opposes the unprece-
dented proposal to dismiss state
practice authority regarding the
authority of NPs.”¢

Unprecedented? I don’t think
so. I practiced as a family NP in
the Navy for more than 20 years.
I had my own patient panel, cared
for active duty members and
their families, and evaluated out-
comes the same way my physi-
cian colleagues did. We practiced
collaboratively and respectfully.
We discussed patient plan issues,
provided peer review on one an-
other’s charts, and accepted new
patients into our panels. It was a
true collaborative practice.

Military nurses only need to be
licensed in one state. The guide-
lines for NP practice were not
based on the rules of the state in
which we were licensed but were
established by our professional
practice association—just as the
guidelines for physician prac-
tice were not based on the rules
extant in their licensing state. I
practiced successfully in many
states and overseas, although I
was licensed in a state that did
not recognize plenary practice at
the time.

The VA is attempting to re-
spond to veterans’ need for access
to care by adopting a model simi-
lar to what the military employs.
It's not a matter of superseding
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state regulations; it’s a matter of
recognizing the education and
training of health care profession-
als who can improve patient out-
comes.

The opportunity to respond
to the proposed amendment has
now closed. Through its grass-
roots Veterans Deserve Care cam-
paign, the AANP and its partners
and supporters—clinicians, vet-
erans, families, and others—sub-
mitted nearly 60,000 comments.?
Now we wait for the VA to review
the abundance of feedback and
issue their final decision.

I am hopeful that the VA will
acknowledge the overwhelming
evidence that our veterans de-
serve access to care led by highly
qualified professionals. The old
system isn't working. Einstein
said that the definition of insan-
ity was to do the same thing over
and over and expect a different
outcome; maintaining a faulty
system fits that description. NPs
have a well-tested, evidence-
based, high-quality education
that encourages their ability to
lead health care teams, perform
collaboratively, and improve out-
comes for those who have served
our country.

Caring for active duty mili-
tary and veterans is in the DNA
of nurses. Florence Nightingale
spent much of her post-Crimea
life using evidence-based propos-
als and political influence to im-
prove the health care of the sol-
diers and veterans of the British
Empire. In Notes on Nursing, she
spurred nurses to political action:
“Let whoever [sic] is in charge keep
this simple question in her [sic]
head (not how can I always do
this right thing myself, but) how

can I provide for this right thing
to be always done?”” This advice
should be taken to heart by all
health care professionals: We can
honor our veterans by advocating
for and providing the health care
access they need.

To share your thoughts, please
contact us at NPeditor@front

linemedcom.com. CR
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