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National Cemetery Overview 

152 Years of Keeping the Promise 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I appreciate time on your agenda today to tell you about the National Cemetery Administration. 

Although we are the smallest of VA’s three administrations, people are often surprised by how much we have going on—so let’s jump right in!



 
152nd Anniversary  

of National Cemeteries 
 

• First national  
 cemeteries  
 established in 1862 

 
• Prior, soldiers buried  
 where they fell 
 
• “To care for him who 
 shall have borne the 
 battle, and for his  
 widow and his orphan.” 
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July 17, 2012 ceremony commemorating 
the 1862 enactment of legislation 
authorizing national cemeteries  

152  Years of Keeping the Promise 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Let’s start today with a bit of history. The first national cemeteries were developed during the Civil War, and over 100 of the properties we still manage today date back to that period (the 1860s).
 
Before the cemeteries were established, soldiers were typically buried where they died in battle. 
 
But Congress determined that those who died defending the Union were deemed worthy of special burial spaces for their sacrifices. So in July 1862, the Congress enacted legislation authorizing President Abraham Lincoln to purchase cemetery grounds. Last July we commemorated the 150th anniversary of that legislation with a ceremony at VA headquarters in Washington, DC; this photo shows leadership unveiling a copy of the legislation.
 
As commander-in-chief and a Veteran himself, Lincoln understood the sacrifices of soldiers and their families. In his Second Inaugural Address, he pledged the nation “To care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.” That remains VA’s motto today. 
 




NCA Mission 

The National Cemetery Administration 
honors Veterans and their families  

with final resting places  
in national shrines and   

lasting tributes that commemorate their 
service and sacrifice to our Nation.  
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We have updated our mission statement to highlight NCA’s role in honoring families as well as Veterans.

Anyone who has worn the uniform, or who has stayed behind keeping the home fires burning, knows that military families make many sacrifices that often go unrecognized. We wanted to acknowledge their contributions, as well.

All of us at NCA view our mission as A Sacred Trust. 




NCA Vision 

• To be the model of excellence for burial 
and memorials for our Nation’s Veterans 
and their families. 
 

• American Customer Satisfaction Index: 
Achieved the highest ranking of any public 
or private organization…for the 5th 
consecutive time in 10 years!  
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Here is our vision statement. 

Our vision for NCA is to be THE MODEL OF EXCELLENCE in providing burial services to Veterans and families. 

Our commitment to excellence is reflected in our unsurpassed record of achievement on the American Customer Satisfaction Index. For the most recent survey (2010), and for the fourth consecutive time in 10 years, NCA attained the highest score of any participating entity, public or private on the American Customer Satisfaction Index…surpassing over 100 other federal agencies, and industry leaders like Ford, FedEx and Coca Cola.

 We value and act on the feedback and recommendations we receive from ACSI, our own customer surveys, and the various advisory committees within VA.

We attribute our success to: a clear focus on customer service; setting clear expectations, and clearly communicating our focus and standards through employee training and professional development. 

All of this contributes to our “culture of accountability.”
 







NCA Responsibilities 
• Provide burial space for Veterans and eligible family 

members and maintain national cemeteries as national 
shrines 
 

•  Administer the Federal grants program for construction 
of State and Tribal Veterans cemeteries 
 

•  Furnish headstones, markers and medallions for the 
graves of Veterans around the world 
 

•  Administer the Presidential Memorial Certificate program 
 

•  Administer the First Notice of Death program  
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Let me quickly review our responsibilities. As our mission indicates, we provide final resting places and lasting tributes for Veterans and eligible family members.

We maintain our cemeteries as national shrines, so each visitor departs feeling that the grounds, the gravesites and environs are worthy tributes to Veterans’ service and their sacrifice. 

We administer a grants program for construction of State and Tribal Veterans cemeteries.

We furnish headstones, markers and medallions, and administer the Presidential Memorial Certificate program.

Through the First Notice of Death program, we ensure timely discontinuation of payments to deceased Veterans. We process over 55,000 of these notices each month. By doing this, we free up other VA staff to provide additional Veterans’ benefit services. This has enabled VA to avoid over $141.6 million in overpayments to deceased Veterans! Further, we are seeing reductions in both costs associated with collection actions and stress experienced by family members responsible for repayment. The next enhancement to our system will enable us to issue notices to stop automatic shipment of prescriptions from the pharmacy and to cancel unneeded medical appointments at VA Medical Centers, so those precious slots can go to other Vets.  

I will touch on some of these responsibilities in more detail as we move through the presentation.



Burial Benefits 

• Gravesite 
• Opening and closing of the grave 
• Grave liner 
• Perpetual care of the gravesite 
• Headstone, marker or medallion 
• U.S. Flag 
• Presidential Memorial Certificate 
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I want to run through the benefits we provide to Veterans. 

All veterans with qualifying discharges are offered the dignity of committal or memorial services in a national cemetery.

At no cost to the family, burial at a national cemetery includes use of a committal shelter for services, the gravesite, grave liner, opening and closing of the grave, a headstone or marker, and perpetual care as part of a national shrine.  

In addition to providing burial space, NCA also offers other ways to commemorate Veterans—through our Memorial Programs Service. 
 
A government-furnished headstone or marker is available for Veterans who are interred in private cemeteries. Approximately 2/3 of the more than 350,000 government-furnished headstones and markers we provide each year are placed on Veterans’ gravesites in private, state, or DOD cemeteries.   
  
Families can also receive a Presidential Memorial Certificate, expressing the Nation’s gratitude and honoring the deceased’s memory. Last year, we delivered nearly 720,000 certificates to loved ones.  
 




Eligibility Criteria 
• Any member of the U.S. Armed Forces who dies 
 on active duty 
 
• Any Veteran who was discharged under conditions 
 other than dishonorable 
 
• National Guard members and Reservists with 20 years of 
 qualifying service, who are entitled to retired pay 

 
• Spouses and minor children 

 
• Certain eligible parents (Corey Shea Act) 
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Today, the groups you see here are generally eligible for burial in a national cemetery.

Under the “Corey Shea Act”, Congress recently extended burial benefits to certain parents of eligible service members buried in a VA cemetery—when those service members are killed in action or during combat-related training activities. 

We will find space in any national cemetery, even one generally closed to new interments, for service members killed in action. 

We do not take reservations in national cemeteries. 

However, we are able to do “set asides” for dual-Veteran couples—where each spouse has eligibility in their own right—so they can be buried in adjoining graves. 

We have experts in our scheduling office in St. Louis to evaluate eligibility for burial.





Headstones, Markers and 
Medallions 

“In Memory of…” 

Upright Headstone 

     Niche Covers 

Flat Marker 

Medallion 
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These are examples of government-furnished headstones, markers, niche covers and our bronze Veterans medallion. 
 
Note that the headstone on the bottom left reads “in memory of”—for use when remains aren’t available; for example, following donation to science, burial at sea, or in the case of service members missing in action. 
 
Loved ones are also eligible for memorial markers and headstones, as you see here. 




Bronze Veteran Medallion 

•  In lieu of headstone or marker  
• Death on or after November 1, 1990 
• Features branch of service 
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A new benefit as of June 2010 is a bronze medallion that can be affixed to privately purchased headstones and markers, to signify the grave belongs to a US veteran.  

This is for Veterans who died after the first of November, 1990. 
 
A medallion is available for each branch of the Armed Services.




Presidential Memorial Certificate 
• For active duty and 
   honorably discharged 
   Veterans 
 

• Inscribed with the 
   deceased’s name 
 

• Bears the 
  President’s signature 
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As I mentioned earlier, families can also receive a Presidential Memorial Certificate. 
 
These engraved certificates are inscribed with the Veteran’s or service member’s name and bear the incumbent President’s signature.
 
This program was begun by President Kennedy and each subsequent president has carried on the tradition.

Eligibility for this benefit is slightly different from most of the others we provide, insofar as the  must have been honorably discharged in order for his family to receive the certificate. In most other cases, the threshold is other than dishonorably discharged. 

And that’s a perfect lead into my next slide, about eligibility.



NCA Organization 
• 1,700 employees;  
 73.5% are Veterans (11.3% are women Vets);  
 300 OEF/OIF hires since 2009 
 
• 131 cemeteries 
 
• 20,000 acres 
 
• 8.3 mil visitors/yr 
 
• 3.8 mil Veterans, service members, Reservists and 

family members in 3.3 mil gravesites 
 
 

 
 
 

11 152 Years of Keeping the Promise 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here are a few “fast facts” about NCA and the cemeteries we manage.

-We have about 1,700 employees, three-fourths of whom are Veterans. About 11.3% are women Veterans.

80% of our cemetery directors are Veterans. 

And since 2009, we have hired over 300 returning Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans.

-We manage 131 national cemeteries.  For administrative purposes, they fall under five regional offices, called Memorial Service Networks, or MSN, as shown here.

-3.8 million Vets, active duty and family members are laid to rest in 3.1 million gravesites






Strategy to Meet  
Burial Needs of Veterans 

Extend the 
service life of  
existing 
cemeteries 
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New Columbarium 
Massachusetts National Cemetery 

Bourne, MA 
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We have a three-pronged approach to meeting Veterans’ burial needs, today and in the future. The first prong is to extend the service life of existing cemeteries. 

This is our top priority, because we want to prevent the loss of a burial option for Veterans who are currently served by a national cemetery. 
 
This approach includes expansion projects designed to keep existing national cemeteries open–by developing additional gravesites and columbaria, or by acquiring additional land.  

The photo shown here is of a new columbarium at Jefferson Barracks. 

There is an increasing trend nationwide, and especially in the Western U.S., for cremation instead of full-casket burials. 

In fact, according to the Cremation Association of North America, the number of cremations in the U.S. exceeded 1 million last year for the first time.

Almost half of burials (48%) in national cemeteries in 2011 were for cremated remains, and we have some new cemeteries where the rate is far higher (70% at Sarasota, for example, and higher still at Bakersfield).  
 
By adding columbaria to existing cemeteries, we are responding to this trend, while also keeping space available for those Veterans who choose to be buried in-ground.



Future  
National Cemetery Construction 

Eastern 
NE area 

Western 
FL area East Central 

FL area 

Northwestern 
NY area 

South Central  
CO area 

New York 
City area 

Los Angeles 
area 

Chicago 
area 

San Francisco 
area 

 New National Cemetery 

 Urban Initiative Urban Initiative 

Indianapolis 
area 
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The five new national cemeteries will be in the areas of Central East Florida; Omaha, Nebraska; Western New York; Tallahassee, Florida; and Southern Colorado.  They are shown here in PURPLE.
  
Under our urban initiative, we will build columbarium-only satellite cemeteries in five urban locations: Chicago, Indianapolis, Los Angeles, New York and San Francisco.  They are shown here in ORANGE. 
 
Construction of these facilities will better serve the urban core and address concerns raised by NCA’s customers regarding time and distance challenges associated with accessing national cemeteries.  
 
This is also a good opportunity to mention that all new construction in VA is “green “—including construction at our cemeteries. 




Pre-Need Burial Planning 

• Allows Veterans, service members, and families 
to submit copies of military records and 
discharge documents, via eBenefits, to 
streamline eligibility determination at time of 
need 
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We are also laying the groundwork to offer Pre-Need Burial Planning, which  allows Veterans, service members, and their family members to submit copies of military records and discharge documents that will be needed for eligibility determination at time of need.

Documents can be submitted to VA electronically, via eBenefits. Having these necessary documents on file will streamline the process of determining eligibility at time of need.    
 
Some state cemeteries already have this option in place for Veterans, so we are expanding on their good idea.

This is the Admin Building at Alabama National Cemetery, one of our newest; as you can see, the design is very impressive.   





National Cemetery Scheduling Office 
1-800-535-1117 

Now serving all 
cemeteries except 
Puerto Rico 
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The process of burial in a national cemetery begins when a Veteran or family members dies, and the next of kin or a funeral director contacts our National Cemetery Scheduling Office. 

This office is open seven days a week, 362 days a year—we don’t staff it on Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Year’s Day.

The National Scheduling Office now supports all VA cemeteries but one—Puerto Rico.

Centralized scheduling frees up staff members at individual cemeteries to assist families in other ways. 

As I said earlier, the center is staffed with experts to help determine eligibility for burial, so it relieves cemetery directors of the responsibility to consider eligibility and sensitive cases.  These determinations, including denial of burials, are now processed by staff at the National Scheduling Office.

An appeal process is available for families to appeal denial of burial or requests for headstones and markers.




Committal Shelters 

Brief Memorial 
services and 
military honors 
 

 

Great Lakes National Cemetery, Holly, MI 
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Interment services and military honors, if desired, are conducted at committal shelters as depicted here.  

Conducting brief interment services at these shelters – rather than at the gravesite – enhances safety, facilitates the participation of family members who are sometimes elderly or frail; and allows the efficient scheduling of multiple interment services over the course of the day.  

However, we will conduct grave-side services for service members killed in action, and we also arrange to set the headstone or marker the same day. 

This is a photo of the shelter at Great Lakes National Cemetery, in Michigan. 





Full Casket Burial Area 

Massachusetts National Cemetery 
Bourne, MA 
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Here is a burial area at Bath National Cemetery in New York State.  

This section of the cemetery has been utilized for full casket burials.





Memorial Wall 

Massachusetts National Cemetery 
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Memorial walls will be included in designs of new
cemeteries or expansions of existing cemeteries.

Walls or other structures display individual memorial
markers for deceased eligible Veterans, spouses and
dependents.

This conserves limited burial space that might otherwise be used
for interment of remains.

This is a photo of the memorial wall at the new cemetery in Bakersfield, California—one of our water-wise cemeteries. Isn’t that a beautiful backdrop? 




Burial of Unclaimed and Homeless 
Veterans 
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Burial Ceremony for Unclaimed Veterans 
Massachusetts National Cemetery 

Bourne, MA 
152 Years of Keeping the Promise 
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Our Wonderful Volunteers 

• Donated 304,000 
hours of service to 
national cemeteries  

 in FY13  
 

• Valued at $7.4 
million 
 

• Also contributed in 
many other ways 

 

Volunteers from the VA 
Massachusetts National Cemetery 

Bourne, MA 
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We are grateful to receive support from thousands of volunteers nationwide.

Our volunteers donated over 346,000 hours of service in 2012, valued at about $7.4 million. 

Some volunteers, like the members of garden club seen here, help beautify cemeteries. Others performance military honors for Veterans being laid to rest; that’s one of the most critical duties our volunteers fulfill, and families value their participation.

We are always looking for more volunteers! 









National Gravesite Locator 

Available at cemetery kiosks  
and on the Web and handheld devices 
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This slide shows how to access our National Gravesite Locator.

Burial and headstone records are placed on a publicly accessible Website, where you can just type in information about the deceased to find the cemetery and specific location of the gravesite you are interested in.

You can also look up the same information at kiosks located in many national cemeteries. 

The Locator includes information on gravesites in national, state and DoD cemeteries, as well as some private cemeteries. (Private cemetery info is included from 2007, forward.)

Locator applications for use with mobile devices, like smart phones, are also available.





Please keep in touch! 

• To stay current with NCA: 
   
 Visit our Website www.cem.va.gov 
 
 Follow us on Twitter     @VANatCemeteries 
 
 Become a fan on Facebook  
 http://www.facebook.com/NationalCemeteries 
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Increasingly, Veterans and families keep in touch with NCA throughout the year by visiting our Webpage and signing up to follow us on Twitter and Facebook. 

We continue to find new ways to reach Veterans, their families and their survivors. 
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