
PENNSYLVANIA STATE VETERANS’ COMMISSION MEETING

KEYSTONE CONFERENCE CENTER
FORT INDIANTOWN GAP

ANNVILLE, PA  17003-5002

Friday, September 5, 2014

Call to Order:  The State Veterans’ Commission (SVC) meeting was called to order at           10:00 am by Chairman John Brenner.  The meeting was opened with an invocation and the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance.  
Unveiling of The Vietnam War Commemoration Flag:  In honor of the 50th anniversary of the Vietnam War, the United States of America Vietnam War Commemorative flag was ceremoniously unveiled; symbolizing the Pennsylvania National Guard, Pennsylvania Office of Veterans Affairs’, and The Office of the Governor of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s participation in recognizing and honoring Vietnam Veterans, Vietnam Veteran family members, those service members still missing in action, and the civilians and allies that supported & served during the Vietnam War. 
Major General Wesley E. Craig, The Adjutant General, gave a brief description of the symbolic significance represented by the colors and emblems embodied on the United States of America Vietnam War Commemoration Flag. 
MG Craig stated that in honor of the Department of Military and Veterans Affairs induction as a partner in commemorating the 50th Anniversary of the Vietnam War, an “Operation Commando Buzz” print will be on display in the Department of Military and Veterans Affairs Headquarters along with the Commemorative Flag and certificates. “Operation Commando Buzz” highlights the Pennsylvania Air National Guard’s contributions to the Vietnam War.  In 1970, known then as the 193rd Tactical Electronic Warfare Group (now 19rd Special Operation Wing) deployed to Korat Royal Thai Air Base in Thailand.  The 193rd provided over 60 Officers, Airmen, and EC-121 Super Constellation aircraft to fly missions over Vietnam conducting psychological operations and airborne radar services. 
Vietnam Commemorative Partner Program:  Major Timothy Zerbe gave a slide show presentation on the Vietnam Commemorative Partner Program outlining the following:  
· Mission

· Objectives

· Responsibilities

· Suggested Events / Activities

· Support Materials / Merchandise
· Website Information
· Contact Information

Governor’s Proclamation:   The Vietnam War Commemorative flag was then ceremoniously presented to MG Craig while MAJ Zerbe read the Proclamation from Governor Tom Corbett proclaiming September 5, 2014 as the opening ceremony in Pennsylvania for the commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of the Vietnam War.
Oath of Office:  Brigadier General, (USA, Retired), Jerry G. Beck, Jr., administered the Oath of Office to the following newly appointed State Veterans Commission members:
· Mr. Louis Abramson – Commander - PA Jewish War Veterans

· Mr. Jeff Van Arsdale - Commander – AMVETS

· Mr. John P. Cyprian – President – County Directors of Veterans Affairs

· Mr. Raymond Greene – Commander – Disabled American Veterans

· Mr. Dennis C. Haas – Commander – American Legion

· Mr. Samuel Petrovich – Adjutant – Disabled American Veterans

· Mr. James J. Powell – Commandant - Marine Corps League

· Mr. Gary R. Smith – Commander – Veterans of Foreign War

 Awards:   BG Beck presented the Pennsylvania Commendation Medal to the following outgoing members for exceptionally meritorious service to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania as a member of the State Veterans Commission:
· Mr. Samuel Blow - Disabled American Veterans

· Mr. Timothy Cleveland - County Directors of Veterans Affairs

· Mr. Gordon Sheriff - Marine Corps League




· Mr. James White – Disabled American Veterans
The Adjutant General Update:  MG Craig provided an update briefing on the following topics:

· Current PA Army and Air National Guard deployments
· Future PA Army and Air National Guard deployments
· Veterans’ Trust Fund Revenue and Disbursements
· Outreach Engagements

· Act 66 Claims, Compensation, Pension and Recovery Summary
· FIG Open House   
· Letter to Secretary John McHugh from Governor Tom Corbett 
· Letter from Governor Corbett to Secretary McHugh regarding programmed reductions in the PA Army National Guard by 10% of force structure by eliminating the 55th Armored Brigade Combat Team, 28th Infantry Division.  

· Section 104(c), Title 32 U.S. Code states that “…no change in the branch organization, or allotment of a unit located entirely within a state may be made without the approval of its governor.”
· Section 18238 of Title 10, U.S. Code state the “… a unit of the Army National Guard of the United States …. May not be relocated or withdrawn under this chapter without the consent of the governor of the state.
· Letter informs Secretary McHugh that Governor Corbett “does not consent to the elimination of the 55th Brigade, and urges cancellation of this “ill-advised” reduction in force structure.
VISN 4 Update:  Michael D. Aldeman, M.D., Director, Wilkes-Barre VA Medical Center briefed the following information:
· Leadership Changes:
· Department of Veterans Affairs:  A new Secretary, Robert A. McDonald, took the helm on July 29.  An Army Veteran and graduate of West Point, Secretary McDonald most recently served as Chairman, President, and Chief Executive Officer of The Procter & Gamble Company.  We are happy to have his fresh perspective and enthusiastic leadership.  
· Erie:  A new director has been nominated, but is still pending final approval.
· VISN 4:  Gary Devansky continues to serve as the Interim Network Director.  Recruitment for the permanent position is being conducted through VA Central Office, and is under way.
· Workload Update:  Through the third quarter of fiscal year 2014, VISN 4 treated300,859 unique Veterans and conducted 934,067outpatient visits.
· Access:  VISN 4 continues to focus efforts on reducing waits for Veterans who need care.  We are hiring additional clinical and patient support staff, employing new staffing measures, expanding clinic hours, increasing the use of non-VA health care, and reorganizing and streamlining processes.  In VISN 4, 131 site visits have been conducted.  During these visits, listening sessions and face-to-face interviews with scheduling staff are conducted. Upon completion of each visit, a site inspection report is submitted to Central Office (CO) to help identify best practices, scheduling challenges, and recommendations for training.  Several best practices from VISN 4 were included in the first combined report from CO.  These visits, a few other processes being worked on, and feedback, will help us create the best possible healthcare system for those who deserve it most.  VISN 4 is striving to be as transparent as possible.  One tool that is helping is VA's bi-monthly data release on www.va.gov.  Visit the patient access data section for the most up-to-date information anytime.  

· Construction Milestones:
· On July 1, 2014, Lebanon VA Medical Center held a Ribbon-Cutting Ceremony to celebrate the opening of the new Residential Rehabilitation and Treatment Center (a domiciliary). This 7.4 million dollar facility will provide state-of-the-art, high-quality residential rehabilitation and treatment services for Veterans with mental health and substance use disorders, medical concerns and/or psychosocial needs such as homelessness and unemployment.  The new program includes 43 residential beds in an environment that is recovery-focused, evidenced-based, and outcome-directed. It is a true Veteran-centered approach to care and the culmination of years of planning. This innovative and intensive program will focus on providing comprehensive care and rehabilitation services for all Veterans, male and female, of every generation.
· On July 28, 2014, the James E. Van Zandt VA Medical Center in Altoona hosted a groundbreaking ceremony to kick-off the construction of a new Behavioral Health Building.  This 7.5 million dollar facility will allow for the expansion of services of their current behavioral health program.  The location of the new building will help ease the integration between primary care and mental health services, as well as reduce the stigma associated with mental health treatment.  Anticipated completion is July 2015.  
· Million Veteran Program - The Veterans Health Administration rolled out a research program called Million Veteran Program to help scientists better understand how genes affect Veterans' health and illness.  The ultimate goal of the program is to transform health care for Veterans and all Americans by studying one million Veterans who enroll.  Two facilities in VISN 4, Pittsburgh and Philadelphia, were selected as MVP enrollment sites.  Pittsburgh recently celebrated an important milestone – they have enrolled 5,000 Veterans.
· Discussion 
· Concerns were raised by members of the State Veterans Commission regarding issues of transparency in PA facilities, waiting lists, scheduling, cover-ups and the reorganization of the Altoona facility Behavioral Health Program causing the elimination of PTSD therapy groups.  
· Mr. Thomas Haberkorn made an impassioned statement regarding the Vietnam Veterans of America’s stance on the elimination of PTSD group therapy.  
· Mr. Aldeman reassured the group that the new leadership is committed to transparency and the corrective resolution of issues.  He assured Commission Members that therapy will be available to all Veterans in need.  Mr. Aldeman also  told the group that he would relay their concerns to Mr. Devansky, Acting Director of VISN 4.

· Mr. Haberkorn then called for a motion to oppose the disillusion of PTSD groups.  Mr. Michael Mescavage seconded the motion.  The motion carried. 

Review and Approval of Meeting Minutes:  Minutes from the June 6, 2014 were presented for approval.  Mr. Michael Iacavazzi made a motion to the meeting minutes as presented.  Mr. John Cyprian seconded the motion.  Motion carried.
Review and Approval of Meeting Calendar:  
· A proposed meeting calendar was submitted with the following proposed dates:
· 3 October 2014 
· 5 December 2014
·  6 February 2015

· 3 April 2015
· 5 June 2015
· 4 September 2015 
· 4 December 2015
· The meeting dates for April and September were presented for change due to the Good Friday and Labor Day Holidays as follows:
· Changed from 3 April 2015 to 10 April 2015
· Changed from 4 September 2015 to 11 September 2015
· Mr. Gerald Hawk made a motion to accept the Meeting Calendar as scheduled with the amended dates for April and September.  Mr. James Powell seconded the motion.  Motion carried with changes as indicated.
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OLD BUSINESS:
· Chief Counsel Update:  Mr. Michael Barrett, Chief Counsel, submitted a slide for presentation.  The slide was included in the slide presentation packet.  Mr. Barrett was not able to be present for the meeting.  (Please see slide packet)
· Office of Policy and Legislative Affairs Update:  Mr. Dusty Durand updated Commission Members on current legislative priorities:
· SB 1129 / Sen Robbins: Amputee and Paralyzed Veteran Pension, Senate Appropriations Comm. 06MAY14
· HB 107 / Rep Heffley: Military education and training considered for professional credentials, Re-referred to Senate Appropriations Comm. 07MAY13
· HB 472 / Rep Barrar: Education/PA Residency to Military/Veterans, Senate Education Comm. 16APR14
· SB 803 / Sen Baker: Exempt active duty military pay from the local earned income tax, House and referred to House Finance Comm. 10JUN14
· SB 1224 / Sen Vance: Extends pharmaceutical cost saving measures to veterans residing in assisted living residences and personal care homes, Re-referred to Senate Appropriations Comm. 07MAY13
· State Veterans Homes Update:  Mr. Andrew Ruscavage provided an update briefing on the following topics:
· State Veterans Homes Occupancy Statistics:
· Total State Occupancy – 91%

· Total State Veterans’ Homes Non-Veteran Census Percentage – 10%

· State Veterans’ Homes Nursing Care / Dementia Occupancy – 95%

· State Veterans’ Homes Personal Care / Domiciliary Occupancy – 79%

· Gino J. Merli – Provisional License 
· Based on a Medicaid Recertification Compliance Survey completed on June 20, 2014, it was determined that the Gino J. Merli Veterans Center (GMVC) was not in compliance with the requirements for Long Term Care Facilities and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Long Term Licensure Regulations.  GMVC obtained 13 deficiencies during this annual inspection, the state average for an annual inspection is 6.7 deficiencies.
· Based on this survey the Department of Health (DOH) issued a Provisional I License to GMVC effective June 20, 2014 to December 20, 2014 for failure to enforce the rules necessary to ensure the health and safety of the residents. DOH has the authority to determine the compliance of the long term care facility as it relates to license authority. 
· A Plan of Correction to remedy the deficiencies has been developed by the GMVC management and staff and has been accepted by DOH.  
· A new Director of Nursing has been hired at GJMVC.

· A provisional license is issued if there are numerous deficiencies or a serious specific deficiency.  The provisional license is issued for a set period of time not more than 6 months and it may be renewed at the discretion of the Department but no more than three times.  Sanctions can be placed on the home if compliance is not achieved, a plan of correction is a sanction that is commonly seen in responding to DOH deficiencies.  Other sanctions that may be imposed include limitation or suspension of admissions, refusal to renew license, or suspension of license.  
· Upon substantial compliance with regulations, a regular license will be re-issued.
· State Veterans Homes Smoking Policy
· As of September 1, 2009 smoking has not been permitted for any new admission coming into the State Veteran Home (SVH) system.  On May 20, 2014 the Policy Information Memorandum for the SVH was updated to align the Veterans Homes with the Federal, State and The Adjutant Generals policies and guidelines on smoking.  

· Changes made to the State Veterans Homes Smoking Policy involve the indoor smoking of the Personal Care residents. The indoor smoking rooms will be closed and those residents will utilize outdoor smoking areas that meet policy guidelines. 
· Veterans’ Programs Update:  Mr. Brian Natali presented the Veterans Programs Reports for approval “in total”.  A vote for approval of the following reports is required by the State Veterans Commission; a singular vote is held to encompass all reports presented:

· Veterans Emergency Assistance Report
· Veterans Temporary Assistance Report
· Blind Veterans’ Pension Report
· Paralyzed Veterans’ Pension Report

· Educational Gratuity Report
· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program Report
· A motion was made by Mr. John Cyprian to approve the reports as presented.  Mr. Michael Mescavage seconded the motion.  The motion carried.

· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program -  5 Acre Rule:  
· This program grants eligible Veterans exemption of all real estate taxes levied upon any building, occupied by that person as a principal dwelling, including up to five acres of land upon which it stands.  In order to receive additional relief for acreage exceeding the exempted 5 acres; a Request for Waiver must be submitted and approved.
· Two (2 ea) Requests for Waiver from the 5 Acre Rule were presented to the Commission.  
· The State Veterans Commission has a Standing Motion regarding the 5 Acre Rule.  The standing motion ratifies a non-approval vote for additional exemption that will exceed 5 acres as allowed. 
· Chairman Brenner called to uphold the Standing Motion.  No objections were raised, the standing motion was upheld.
· Persian Gulf Bonus Program – Mr. Natali provided an update report on the Persian Gulf Bonus Program – no vote required.
· Governors Advisory Council on Veterans Services (GAC-VS) Update:  BG Jerry G. Beck, Jr., provided the following information:
· A GAC-VS meeting was held on July 29, 2014.  Right now the Committee is focused on two things:

· 2014 PA Veterans Forum - Conference funded by DPW, Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse and coordinated by Drexel University, Behavioral Healthcare Education – “Community and Connections”.  The Conference will be held at the Crowne Plaza Hotel in Harrisburg on November 6 & 7, 2014.  Topics will include Suicide Prevention and Veterans Homelessness.  BG Beck pointed out that there will be a lot of good information for Veterans Service Organizations.
· Veterans Courts and Mentor Training - BG Beck informed the commission that there are simply not enough Veteran Court Mentors to support the Veterans Courts we already have.  We need to put together some Veterans Court Mentor Training.  He informed the Commission that there might possibly be some Pennsylvania Commission on Crime and Delinquency Veterans Grant opportunities available.  
·  Veterans Homelessness – There are great strides being made with programs in Philadelphia and Pittsburgh.  BG Beck wants these programs to continue through the rest of the Commonwealth.
· There is currently a vacant Member-at-Large position on the Council.  BG Beck submitted 3 recommendations, however there has been no approval from the Governor’s Office regarding those submissions.
· The Resource Guide is still in the process of being compiled.  BG Beck is hoping that it will be ready to go to print in the near future. He would like to have copies available for distribution at the December SVC meeting.
NEW BUSINESS:

· PA War Veterans Council Legislative Committee Update:  Mr. Robert Gray conducted a brief slide presentation on the following information:
· The roles of the PWVC Legislative Committee 
· Reshaping and cultural transformation (education) of both the executive and legislative branches
· Access to state services can be threatened by misunderstandings about the roles, missions and limitations of the Department of Veterans Affairs
· A proactive process to:
· Define needs and develop concepts to satisfy those needs as opposed to writing legislation
· Work with the Office of Veterans Affairs to determine if Administration can satisfy the need through regulatory changes and/or executive orders
· If not, advise House and Senate Veterans Affairs and Emergency Preparedness Committees on legislation
· Request assistance and work in association with special interest groups 
· Report progress to PWVC membership.
· Proposed Agenda for the Year
· Hall of Fame Nomination:  A nomination was presented to appoint Mr. Augustus R. DiMino to the SEVC Hall of Fame:  Mr. John Cyprian motioned for nomination approval.  The motion was seconded by Mr. Michael Mescavage.  The motion carried.
· Liberty War Bird Association: Mr. Larry Wade of the Liberty War Bird Association briefed the following:
· The Liberty War Bird Association wants to procure and restore UH-1 helicopters to flying condition to provide Vietnam Veterans an opportunity to fly in the iconic War Bird again.  They also want to educate other veterans, pilots, and the general public about the unique and historic role played by the helicopter during the Vietnam conflict.  They want to make sure the legacy of service by both veterans and aircraft are not forgotten.  The following topics were discussed:
· Purpose / Mission 

· Leadership (Who we are)

· Home Base Location

· How You Can Help

· Founding Membership Costs 
· How to Donate

· Contact Information
ANNOUNCEMENTS / GOOD OF THE ORDER:  
· Introductions – BG Beck introduced Mr. Scott Rainey, Chairman of the State Civil Service Commission and Ms. Nicole Reigelman of the Attorney General’s Office who were seated in the audience and thanked them for attending the meeting.
· Spirit of America Program – BG Beck informed Commission members of the Spirit of America Program.  Presented on behalf of the United States Army, Spirit of America is one of the Army's largest community outreach programs, designed to increase awareness of the Army's rich heritage and showcase its premier ceremonial units. The history of the nation will come to life through historical reenactments, musical entertainment and precision military drill.   Historical accounts, taken directly from Soldiers’ letters and diaries, provide the story line for this powerful drama, designed to entertain while presenting the history and development of the U.S. Army from its origins through the wars, conflicts and missions that have molded the Army and the nation.  BG showed a short video preview of the program.  BG Beck informed the Commission that The Spirit of America is coming to the Giant Center in Hershey. General Admission tickets are free and available on line.  There will be three showings:
· Friday, September 26, 2014 at 7:30 pm
· Saturday, September 27, 2014 at 2:00 pm
· Saturday, September 27, 2014 at 7:30 pm
· SVC Orientation -  Chairman Brenner presented the idea of an SVC Orientation Meeting especially for newly elected members and anyone else who would like to attend.  The purpose of this orientation would be to give a brief outline of the duties and responsibilities of the State Veterans Commission.  
· The orientation was being considered in conjunction with either the October or November meeting.
· It was discussed that the meeting could be held as a separate meeting, or perhaps be held before / or after the already scheduled meeting.  
· Ms, Jeannine Botta-Guth expressed concern for individuals like herself who had to travel all the way across the state to attend these meetings.  She was especially concerned with the November suggestion.  The possibility of inclement weather would make an extended meeting difficult.
· Chairman Brenner noted the concern, and stated that he would like everyone to know this is something they were considering.  This was something for everyone to think about and that a decision would be made. 
· Testimony Rebuttal Letter – Mr. Dennis Haas, PA American Legion Department Commander read a letter dated September 5, 2014, bearing his signature, addressed to the PA House of Representatives, PA State Senate and Veterans Affairs & Emergency Preparedness Committee Members – Re: Testimony Rebuttal.
· Upon completion of the reading by Mr. Haas, Chairman Brenner asked for comments.
· Mr. John Cyprian offered rebuttal comments.
· Chairman Brenner interrupted the comments stating that this meeting was not the proper forum in which to debate the issue.
Adjournment:  Chairman Brenner adjourned the meeting at 12:20 pm
Time and Location of Next Meeting:

Friday, October 3, 2014 at 10:00 am

Arrowheads Community Club
Fort Indiantown Gap

Annville, PA  17003
The following members of the Commission were present:

Mr. John Brenner, Chairman, State Veterans Commission

BG, USA, (Retired) Jerry G. Beck, Secretary, State Veterans Commission
MG Wesley E. Craig, The Adjutant General
Michael D. Aldeman, M.D., Director, Wilkes-Barre VA Medical Center
Mr. Dominic DiFrancesco, Member at Large

Mr. Dennis Haas, Commander, American Legion

Mr. Kit Watson, Adjutant, American Legion

Mr. Ray Greene, Commander, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Samuel Petrovich, Adjutant, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Louis Abramson, Commander, Jewish War Veterans
Mr. James Powell, Commandant, Marine Corps League
Mr. Gerry Hawk, Vice Chairman, State Veterans Commission
Mr. Jeff Van Arsdale, Commander, AMVETS
Mr. Neil Appleby, President, Blinded Veterans Association
Mr. John Cyprian, President, State Association of County Directors
Mr. Gary Smith, State Commander, Veterans of Foreign War
Mr. John Getz, Jr., State Adjutant, Veterans of Foreign War
Mr. Michael Iacavazzi, Commander, Italian American War Veterans
Mr. Robert L. Gray, President, Military Officers Association of America
Mr. Joseph Palaia, Designee for Commander, Catholic War Veterans

Mr. Thomas Haberkorn, President, Vietnam Veterans of America
Mr. Chris Fidler, Director, Keystone Paralyzed Veterans
The following members of the Commission were absent:

Mr. Donald McMaster, Commander, Catholic War Veterans

Others Present:

BRIGADIER GENERAL Carrelli, Deputy Adjutant General -Air

Mr. Rick Hamp, DMVA-VA

Mr. Andrew Ruscavage,  DMVA- VA-HOMES
Mr. Brian Natali, DMVA-VA

Ms. Joan Nissley – DMVA-PAO

Mr. Tom Cherry – DMVA-PAO
Ms. Sue Kenney – DMVA-VA
Mr. Larry Wade – Liberty War Bird Association

Mr. Jim Haga – Liberty War Bird Association
Mr. David T. Batz – 193 SOW

Mr. Leo P. Batz – Civilian

Ms. Gloria Abramson – Civilian
Mr. Tim Cleveland, Tioga County Director – VA
Ms. Belinda Albright – Northumberland County Director – VA

Mr. Jim White - DAV
Mr. Roger Snook, Snyder County VSO

Mr. Henry Desrosiers, Carbon County VSO
Ms. Richelle Savant, TAL

Mr. Richard Kirkland, TAL

Mr. Hank Fiola, MCL
Mr. Rich Hudzinski, VVA, LVMAC

Mr. Charles Jackson, MOPH
Mr. Joe Spielbauer, PMCPC

Ms. Colleen Washinger, Dauphin County VA

Mr. Tony DiFrancesco, Dauphin County VA

Mr. Dave Johnston, VVA
Mr. John Letz, VFW

Mr. Samuel Blow, DAV
Ms. Nicole Reigelman, A

Mr. Scott Rainey, SCSC

Mr. Matt Azeles, Office of Senator Mensch

Mr. Bennett Opitz, PA GOP Veterans Outreach

Mr. Frank Homme, DAV

Mr. Thomas Minchin, MCL
The minutes of this meeting are respectfully submitted by:

                                                                         
                                                                       Jerry G. Beck, Jr. 

Brigadier General, USA, Retired 

Deputy Adjutant General 
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