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What is the benefit?

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has a tax-free monthly 
pension benefit available to war time veterans or their surviving 
spouses who are unable to work due to either disabilities or age. 
This monthly cash benefit can be as much as $1,794 for a single 
Veteran, $2,127 for a married Veteran, or $1,153 for a surviving 
spouse (for year 2017).

The monthly cash benefit can help pay for care in the home, 
an assisted living facility, or in a nursing home. 

What are the qualifications?

The claimant must meet the requirements of three components: 
the service test, the disability test, and the financial need test.

The Service Test

• Veteran must have served at least ninety (90) days on 
active duty (at least 24 months or the full period for which 
the veteran was called to active duty for service time after 
September 7, 1980); one (1) day of which had to have been 
during a designated war time period. 

• Veteran’s discharge must not be under dishonorable 
conditions.

War Time Periods:

WWII: December 7, 1941 – December 31, 1946 
Korean War: June 27, 1950 – January 31, 1955 
Vietnam Era: August 6, 1964 – May 7, 1975 
             February 28, 1961 – May 7, 1975 
             (if serving in Vietnam)
Gulf Era: August 2, 1990 – future date to be set by law or 
      Presidential Proclamation 
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The Disability Test

The base level of pension benefit is called a Service Pension.  
To qualify for the Service Pension, an individual either needs to be 
over the age of 65 or permanently and totally disabled. Claimants 
who are more seriously disabled may qualify for increased benefits 
called a Special Monthly Allowance to the Service Pension. The 
most common of these allowances is the Aid and Attendance 
allowance.

A veteran (or surviving spouse) may be eligible for Aid and 
Attendance (A&A) when: 

1. The veteran (or surviving spouse) requires the aid of another 
person in order to perform personal functions required in 
everyday living, such as bathing, feeding, dressing, toileting, 
adjusting prosthetic devices, or protecting himself/herself 
from the hazards of his/her daily environment, OR, 

2. The veteran (or surviving spouse) is bedridden, in that his/
her disability or disabilities requires that he/she remain in 
bed apart from any prescribed course of convalescence or 
treatment, OR,

3. The veteran (or surviving spouse) is a patient in a nursing 
home due to mental or physical incapacity, OR, 

4. The veteran (or surviving spouse) is blind, or so nearly blind 
as to have corrected visual acuity of 5/200 or less, in both 
eyes, or concentric contraction of the visual field to 5 degrees 
or less.
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Financial Need Test

Income Test –

The primary threshold for a claimant to pass the financial need 
test is to show that his or her household income is less than the 
Maximum Annual Pension Rate (MAPR). There are exclusions 
to income, or deductions, that may be made to reduce countable 
income. The most important of these deductions is a portion of 
unreimbursed medical expenses paid by the claimant or a member 
of his or her household. If a claimant’s countable income exceeds 
the MAPR, which is $25,525 (for year 2017) for a claimant with 
one dependent, then the VA will issue a letter denying the benefit. 
If a claimant’s countable income is less than the MAPR, then the 
VA will reduce the MAPR dollar-for-dollar by the amount of the 
countable income to calculate the pension benefit. 

For example, assume the claimant has one dependent and is
eligible for the benefit. If a claimant’s countable income is $5,000, 
then the VA will award the claimant an annual benefit of $20,525. 
The VA would pay this amount on a monthly basis. So, the claimant 
would receive a monthly pension benefit of around $1,710.

Asset Test –

The claimant must also show that his or her net worth is not 
a bar to benefits. There is no standard limit on what constitutes 
“excess” net worth. This test is evaluated by the VA on a case-
by-case basis. The VA will look at age and life-expectancy of the 
claimant, the number of dependents, and the rate of depletion of 
assets, including by unusual medical expenses, when making this 
determination. 
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I have been told I need to buy an annuity or other financial 
product in order to qualify. Is this a requirement?

Not necessarily. Keep in mind that there is no “one size fits all” 
plan and a particular financial product or trust is not required in 
every situation. In fact, the purchase of some financial products 
without precise requirements can have negative consequences on 
your eligibility for other public benefits, such as Medicaid (see 
below).

An elder law attorney can provide you objective legal advice  
and a comprehensive plan that may or may not include a particular 
financial product or trust. If and when a financial product is 
appropriate to your circumstance, an elder law attorney can also 
help you determine whether you should purchase and when you 
should purchase such a product. 

What other consequences of VA planning should I be aware?

Nearly two-thirds of individuals needing long-term care will 
require the assistance of the Medicaid program for their care.  
Since the VA pension benefit is fixed, it may be insufficient to meet 
the cost of your care as your care needs increase. Consequently,  
you are likely to still need some help from Medicaid in the future. 
You should be aware that VA and Medicaid rules differ significantly, 
especially in the treatment of asset transfers. Implementing a VA 
plan that is in conflict with Medicaid rules could jeopardize your 
future well-being. For example, the purchase of an annuity that 
fails to comply with Medicaid requirements or the funding of an 
irrevocable trust can subject you to a Medicaid transfer of assets 
penalty resulting in loss of future Medicaid help. An elder law 
attorney can review the ramifications such a plan has on both 
current VA pension eligibility and future Medicaid eligibility.
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Can someone help me with my claim?

Yes, but the VA places limitations on who can represent you. 
Most representatives, such as Veteran Service Organizations (VSO) 
and lawyers must be accredited by the VA. There is an exception to 
this rule for “one-time” helpers (e.g. a child or other relative of the 
claimant), but generally accreditation is required. 

Accreditation means that the VA has granted authority to a 
representative to prepare, present, and prosecute a claim for VA 
benefits.

If someone helps me with my claim, can they charge a fee?

No. It is illegal to charge a claimant for helping him or her file  
a claim for any application for VA benefits. 

If someone cannot charge a fee to file a claim, how do they
get paid?

The short answer is they cannot. However, an attorney who has 
assisted you with estate planning or other legal services may be 
willing to file the claim for you pro bono which is oftentimes the 
case. Non-attorneys who have received compensation other ways, 
such as through the commission on the financial product they 
recommend, may agree to file your claim for you. 




