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Burn Pit Toxic Emissions Update 17:  Open-air burn pits have operated widely at military sites in Iraq and Afghanistan. Many returning Veterans are concerned about their exposure to smoke from burning trash and human waste. The most recent Institute of Medicine report on burn pits, "Long-Term Health Consequences of Exposure to Burn Pits in Iraq and Afghanistan" [http://www.iom.edu/Reports/2011/Long-Term-Health-Consequences-of-Exposure-to-Burn-Pits-in-Iraq-and-Afghanistan.aspx] was released on 31 OCT. VA does not endorse and is not responsible for the content of report but is currently is assessing the report and is sponsoring several other studies on possible health effects which include:
* Asking the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of Sciences to conduct an in-depth review of the existing literature on the potential adverse health effects of exposure to smoke from burn pits in Iraq and Afghanistan. The report, "Long-Term Health Consequences of Exposure to Burn Pits in Iraq and Afghanistan", was released on October 31. VA currently is assessing the report. 
* Conducting the National Health Study for a New Generation of U.S. Veterans. The study group includes 30,000 Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF) Veterans and 30,000 Veterans who served elsewhere during the same time period. The study covers a wide spectrum of health effects, including those that may be associated with exposure to smoke from burn pits. 
* Participating in the Millennium Cohort Study, a Department of Defense epidemiological study begun in 2001 that has almost 150,000 participants. The study is designed to evaluate how military service may affect the long-term health of service members. Data are being collected on respiratory health. 
* The VA/Department of Defense Pulmonary Health Working Group is looking at pre- and post-deployment health and also reviewing the health records of military working dogs that receive the same exposures that the troops do. These dogs may serve as sentinels for human health. 
* Sponsoring additional studies by individual VA researchers and tracking other studies by non-VA researchers. 
Smoke produced by the burn may spread a variety of pollutants through the air that blows into working and living areas. These toxins can include dioxin, particulate matter, hydrocarbons, volatile organic compounds, carbon monoxide, hexachlorobenzene, and ash. The make-up of the smoke depends on what is being burned, which is not consistent from one burn pit to another, or from one time period to another at the same burn pit. Health effects depend on a number of factors, such as the kind of waste being burned, individual susceptibility, duration of exposure, air flow patterns, and closeness to the pit. You may be at greater risk if you burned waste at the pit compared to those were only in the vicinity of the smoke. Waste products in burn pits include, but are not limited to: 
Chemicals, Paint, Medical and human waste, Metal/aluminum cans, Munitions and other unexploded ordnance, Petroleum and lubricant products, Plastics and styrofoam, Rubber, Wood, and Discarded food . 
Exposure to toxins may affect the skin, eyes, respiration, kidneys, liver, nervous system, cardiovascular system, reproductive system, peripheral nervous system, and gastrointestinal tract. At this time, research has not shown long-term adverse health effects from exposure to the burn pits. VA takes this issue seriously which is why it has undertaken the above mentioned studies on possible health effects. Most of the irritation related to solid waste burning exposure is temporary and resolves once the exposure is gone. 
These include: 
* Eye irritation and burning 
* Coughing and throat irritation 
* Breathing difficulties 
* Skin itching and rashes 

     You may find out more about your exposure by getting an exposure assessment offered by VA's War Related Illness and Injury Study Centers. Exposure assessments are provided upon request to all combat veterans, veterans who participated in military Atmospheric Nuclear Weapons Tests, and veterans who participated in Project 112 or SHAD (Shipboard Hazard and Defense). The War Related Illness and Injury Study Centers (WRIISCs) provide clinical expertise for Veterans with deployment health concerns or difficult-to-diagnose illnesses. WRIISCs are in three locations: Washington, DC; East Orange, NJ; and Palo Alto, CA. For an appointment at a WRIISC, a VA primary care doctor must make a referral. For guidance on obtaining a referral refer to http://www.warrelatedillness.va.gov/clinical/national-referral.asp. Veterans who were exposed to toxins released by burn pits during military service may be eligible for:
* Health care benefits, including a free Gulf War Registry health exam for Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation New Dawn Veterans 
* Disability compensation benefits for disabilities that VA determines are associated with exposure to burn pits during military service 
* Other benefits, including home loans, vocational rehabilitation, and education

Sales Tax Update 01:  Buy a product at a local store and, in most states, you'll pay sales taxes of as much as 10 percent. Buy that same product online from an out-of-state company, and it'll normally be shipped to your door without that merchant adding sales taxes. But you knew that, right? Here's what you probably didn't know: In many states, you're supposed to be paying those taxes anyway, either by sending in the appropriate sales tax to your state, or its closely-related cousin, a use tax (essentially, a tax levied by the state on any item not subject to sales tax). Of course, legal 
or not, virtually nobody pays sales or use taxes to their state for out-of-state purchases. But that sales tax holiday might finally be coming to an end. 
Businessweek recently reported that a bipartisan group of U.S. senators has introduced what they're calling the Marketplace Fairness Act [PDF], which will make it easier for states to require online, out-of-state businesses to charge and remit state and local sales taxes. While many online retailers are obviously against this bill, Amazon.com feels that some form of online taxes is inevitable, and the company is looking for a solution like this bill that creates a uniform system and controls the administrative costs of collecting taxes for every city, county, and state. You can read their press release expressing their support of the bill at 
http://phx.corporate-ir.net/phoenix.zhtml?c=176060&p=irol-newsArticle&ID=1628503&highlight= 
While the letter of the law may currently rely on consumers to voluntarily remit uncollected sales and use taxes, there is at least one thing that consumers can do to save money: Make sure retailers don't apply sales tax to pre-discount totals. We all have made purchases with coupons and other discounts, only to find that the merchant calculated sales tax on the original price. Yet in every state that researched, this is simply wrong: Iowa's Department of Revenue is clear on this issue, as is Florida's, Colorado's, and New York's. The exceptions are typically rebates and 
vouchers for reimbursement issued by manufacturers or the government. In most cases this happens when you use coupons at restaurants, but it 
also occurs on discounted items by other retailers. In these cases, it is hard to say if an unscrupulous merchant is padding its bottom line under the guise of sales tax or if their poorly programmed computers are actually collecting and paying extra taxes. Either way, it makes sense to learn the 
laws of your state and make sure your retailer is not collecting more sales tax then they should. 
     Today's consumers can still enjoy ordering goods through the mail without having the merchant collect taxes - but that may change. In the meantime, you can at least be sure that you are still being charged the appropriate taxes when you save money by using coupons and other 
discounts. 
[Source: MoneyTalksNews Jason Steele 8 Dec 2011 ++]

VA Homeless Vets Update 25:  In an effort to keep veterans from turning to the streets, the Department of Veterans Affairs announced 5 DEC that it will offer $100 million in grants to local agencies that help returning troops in need. The VA estimates that 107,000 veterans are without a 
place to stay on any given night and has committed to eliminating the mounting problem by 2015. The VA's most recent program will enable community agencies to apply for grants from a $100 million pot, so that they can intervene before former servicemen and servicewomen are forced to give up their homes. "The problems that lead to homelessness begin long before veterans and their families are on the streets," Secretary of Veterans Affairs Eric K. Shinseki said in a statement. "By putting more resources into prevention services for people at risk of becoming homeless, we will continue to help veterans and their families get back on their feet and turn their lives around." The program aims to help more than 35,000 veterans and families. Offering veterans training, education and counseling -- among other services -- is critical before returning troops resort to living in cardboard boxes. Homeless veterans are more likely to develop life-threatening diseases -- and remain on the streets longer -- than non-veteran homeless people, according to a study conducted by the 100,000 Homeless Campaign released in November. "Those who have served this nation as veterans should never find themselves on the streets, living without care and without hope," Shinseki said. 
[Source: Huff Post Impact article 7 Dec 2011 ++] 
WWII Vets Update 09:  Time, to be sure, is catching up with the 1.7 million living American veterans of history's greatest conflict. Many are 
frail or ill. But on the 70th anniversary of the U.S. entry into that war - at Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941 - the remarkable story is how well so many 
veterans are doing. 
* Henry Heim, who survived the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and later flew bombing missions over Europe, recently crawled through brush and briars while on a hunting trip to get in position to shoot "the biggest buck I ever killed." He's 90.
* Ted Paluch, who played dead to escape a German massacre of U.S. troops in World War II, moved not long ago from South Jersey to Center City 
to be more in the thick of things. He recently got back from a four-day speaking trip to Michigan. He's 89.
* Sam Ballinger, who fought in the Battle of the Bulge, still loves ballroom dancing and is a fitness freak who works out daily. He's 86."Everybody says I look good for a World War II veteran," Ballinger said. "They expect to see an old man with a mustache and a cane."
This is the wealthiest, healthiest generation of older Americans, ever. "It might very well be that these guys, who have seen everything and are now late in life, might become centenarians," said Carolyn Aldwin, a professor of human development at Oregon State University who has studied 
the life span of veterans. "The ones who are left are probably pretty hardy individuals." Seven decades after the Civil War, fewer than 1 percent of Union veterans were living, according to data from the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs. At a similar distance from the First World War, 2.5 percent of veterans were alive. Thanks to medical advances and the blessings of a prosperous post-war America, World War II veterans are doing 
far better. More than 10 percent of the 16 million who served in the Armed Forces are alive. 
     Even by 2015, by the 70th anniversary of Japanese surrender on Sept. 2, 1945, more than 5 percent will remain, the VA estimates. The agency projects that 855,000 will still be around in 2015, 205,000 in 2021, and 57,000 in 2025. 
     The last World War I veteran, Frank Buckles, of West Virginia, died Feb. 27 at age 110. Quite a few World War II veterans might do as well, 
or better. The VA estimates that 370 will be around in 2036 - a whole generation from now. 
Veterans often live longer than other people because they had to be fit to get into the military, Aldwin said. Many grew up tough and strong on the farm, or worked in coal mines or steel mills. After the war, the educational opportunities afforded by the GI Bill gave many a safer workplace with medical insurance, pensions, and vacations - benefits unheard of by their parents. Penicillin and other antibiotics were among the first of myriad medical advances that saved millions of lives. Aldwin cites what she calls the "tough-old-bird" factor. These veterans survived some of the most dangerous years of life - their 50s, 60s, and 70s, when heart disease and lung ailments related to smoking often take a toll. Having made it until now, they're "apt to live for a very long time," Aldwin said.
 


Postal Service Update 05:  On 5 DEC the United States Postal Service said it planned to largely eliminate next-day delivery for first-class mail as part of its push to cut costs and reduce its budget deficit. Currently, more than 40 percent of first-class mail is delivered in one day. The agency said the slower delivery would result from its decision to shut about half of its 487 mail processing centers nationwide. The move is expected to eliminate about 28,000 jobs and increase the distance that mail must travel between post offices and processing centers. It would be the first reduction in delivery standards for first-class mail in 40 years. Current standards call for delivering first-class mail in one to three days within the continental United States. Under the planned cutbacks, those delivery times would increase to two or three days, potentially creating problems for clients of Netflix, the popular DVD-by-mail service, who hope that their next episodes of "Mad Men" will arrive in a day, or procrastinators who like to pay bills as late as possible. 
The agency had announced on Sept. 15 that it would begin studying plans to close 252 of its mail processing centers. On 5 DEC, the Postal Service said it would "move forward" with that plan, with closings to begin as early as March. It also said it was seeking a nonbinding advisory opinion from the Postal Regulatory Commission about the closures, although agency officials said they were intent on closing the processing centers as part of a plan to save $3 billion a year by 2015. "The bottom line is that in the last three years, we've lost almost 27 percent of our first-class volume," Patrick Donahoe, the postmaster general, said in a phone interview. "In 2000, 5 percent of people paid bills online. Now it's 60 percent. The problem is we've lost so much volume in blue-box mail, we can't hold out for next-day service anymore." The Postal Service lost $5.1 billion last year. Mr. Donahoe has said that by 2015, he hopes to cut $20 billion from the agency's annual costs, now about $75 billion. He has called for closing up to 3,700 of the nation's 32,000 post offices, reducing deliveries to five days a week from six and cutting the agency's work force of 653,000 employees by more than 100,000. 
Postal officials said they would not make definitive announcements on any post office closings before January. But many of the other proposed changes sought by the agency would require Congressional action. So far, lawmakers have been unwilling to grant Mr. Donahoe's requests or agree on an alternative plan of action. "What I need Congress to do is act now to help me on the things they can help me on," Mr. Donahoe said. In particular, he urged Congress to approve five-day-a-week delivery and to remove the post office's obligation to set aside about $5.5 billion a year 
for 10 years to prefund retiree health care, a burden that has accounted for a large share of the agency's financial losses in recent years. 
     If Congress takes those two actions, "it can help me save $8.5 billion a year," he said. The Postal Service had previously announced a 1-cent increase in first-class postage, to 45 cents, starting 22 JAN. 
[Source: New York times Business Day Steven Greenhouse article 5 Dec 2011 ++]
