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Good evening.  My name is Ric Keller.  I am the United States Congressman for the Eighth Congressional District of Florida, which covers the Greater Orlando area and includes portions of Orange County, Lake County, Osceola County, and Marion County.

I'd like to begin by putting today's meeting in a historical context. 

September 10, 2003, was a critical day.  It was the day the VA CARES Commission held an important hearing in Orlando.   There were two critical issues facing the VA CARES Commission that day.  First, would Central Florida get a new VA hospital?  Second, would this hospital be located in Brevard County or Orange County?  

Those two issues had been hotly debated for nearly two decades.  

I testified before the VA CARES Commission that September 10, 2003, regarding my views.  First, I argued that Central Florida should absolutely get a new VA hospital because there were nearly 400,000 veterans in the Central Florida area, and Orlando was the largest metropolitan area in the United States without a VA hospital. 

Second, I testified that the VA hospital must be located in Orange County because it is centrally located and no county has more veterans than Orange County.  

In February 2004, the VA CARES Commission issued their final report, and agreed with my position.  Central Florida would get a new VA hospital, and it would be located in Orange County.   There was still one hurdle, the approval of the VA Secretary.

Three months later, in May 2004, VA Secretary Principi issued the good news.  He announced that Orange County would get a new VA hospital, one of only three new VA hospitals in the United States.  

I then worked with my colleagues to secure $25 million for the design of our new VA hospital in Orange County.  

Until a specific site within Orange County is selected, and the design of the new hospital is completed, we will not be in a position to accurately determine the cost of the land acquisition and construction of the facility.  

Accordingly, my message to you today is a simple one.  

Pick a site for the new VA hospital within Orange County that is in the best interest of the veterans, and pick it quickly.  We need your committee, and Secretary Nicholson, to pick a specific site by the end of this summer.  We need the cost estimate for the land and construction by the end of the year.  This time frame is crucial so we can argue in January of next year that additional Congressional funding should be included in the 2008 budget.  

I'm not here to push a particular site, except I believe that the location should remain in Orange County, and that it should be in the best interest of our veterans.

Congressman Dave Weldon could not be here today because of a scheduling conflict, but he asked me to relay to you his thoughts regarding the site selection.  Congressman Weldon represents portions of Brevard County and Osceola County, and he believes that, in the best interest of his constituents, the committee should select either the Lake Nona Med School site or the International Corporate Park site.  He does not have a specific preference among those two, but he believes it should be one of those two.  

In the interest of straight talk, while I also am not here to advocate for a particular site, both the Lake Nona Med School site and the International Corporate Park site appear to me to be particularly strong contenders.  

For example, with regard to the Lake Nona site, it will be home to the new UCF Med School, and I recently secured $10.4 million in funding for a brand new Interchange next to the Med School off State Road 417, called the Boggy Creek Interchange.  Congressman Tom Feeney and Senator Mel Martinez were also helpful in seeking funding for that Interchange, which will provide infrastructure which will attract high paying, high tech jobs.

Similarly, the International Corporate Park proposed site is attractive because there are also plans for a new Interchange to be built at the point where the Beechline Expressway meets Innovation Way, which will help with transportation, and it too enjoys support among various veterans, and local government officials. 

Whether you pick the Lake Nona Med School site, the ICP site, or some other site, the good news is our Congressmen and Senators will be supportive, and we will seek the appropriate remaining funding as rapidly as possible.  Therefore, forget about politics, forget about special interests, make your decision solely on the best interest of the veterans of Central Florida and we'll back you a 100%.

Thank you for your service on this important committee. 
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