Pennsylvania State Veterans’ Commission – April 2015


PENNSYLVANIA STATE VETERANS’ COMMISSION MEETING

ARROWHEADS COMMUNITY CLUB

FORT INDIANTOWN GAP

ANNVILLE, PA  17003-5002
Friday, April 10, 2015

1. CALL TO ORDER: The State Veterans’ Commission (SVC) meeting was called to order at 10:00AM by Chairman John Brenner.
2. INVOCATION / PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE: The meeting was opened with an invocation and the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance.
3. COMMISSION INTRODUCTION: Commission members introduced themselves and their guests in attendance. 
4. AWARDS: Mr. Neil Appleby, on behalf of the Blinded Veterans Association, presented Ms. Carla Sivek with a Braille American Flag.  Ms. Sivek was awarded this Braille flag in appreciation of her hard work in support of Veterans, especially the blind.
5. ARMY NATIONAL GUARD UPDATE: Colonel Marc Ferraro provide the following Army National Guard update:
· 91 soldiers mobilized

· Some units will return later this summer

· A few units will deploy later this year

· 9 soldiers continuing to support the southwest border

· They will be heavily involved in support of Operation Atlantic Resolve, an ongoing operation supporting the United States Army – Europe

· Will be sending about 125 soldiers to do an exercise overseas with their partners

6. AIR NATIONAL GUARD UPDATE: Brigadier General Anthony Carrelli updated the commission on the following:
· Currently have 132 deployed

· Recently, deployed a group to Guam

· Still have an Air Operations Squadron in Southwest Asia – they will return in July

· There will be additional deployments in autumn 2015 in response to Syria/Iraq area

· Veterans Interest Topic: Previously, global contribution were measured by the number of airmen deployed.  This number no longer reflects the entire contributions due to airmen now performing those functions from consoles.  These combat operations are going on all over the country.  Some of those combat operations will be performed from the Commonwealth.  Those combat Veterans will not be eligible for many benefits due to the way the law is written.
7. MyVA REGION 1 UPDATE: Ms. Carla Sivek, Interim Network Director, provide the following VISN 4 update:
· Leadership Update:
· Vacancy in recruitment – unaware of any progress

· Pittsburgh
· Interim Director – Dr. David MacPherson

· Deputy Director – Barb Forsha

· Acting Quality Manager – Moyra Hues

· Realignment Update:
· VA has organized itself into 5 regions nationally, this is part of Secretary Bob McDonald’s plan to create similar to MyVA.  The Veterans Health Administration (VHA), Veterans Benefit Administration (VBA), and National Cemetery Administration will feel like one VA, and to the Veterans they hope like MyVA.
· Within those 5 regions there will still be networks.  Currently, there are 21 networks across the country, however, with the change there will be 18 networks.  VISN 4 will remain essentially intact.  VISN 4 will be able to keep the clinics that are located out of state.  There may be minor changes in the staffing model.
· Choice Program Update:
· The way the Choice Program works is if a Veteran is more than 40 straight-line miles from a VA point of care or the facility cannot make the requested or necessary appointment within 30 days the Veteran is listed on the Veterans Choice List (VCL).  They are then given a phone number they can call and that 3rd party administrator will look for a provider within the community the Veteran lives.  There is a plan to make those 40 straight-line miles to drive-time miles.  This has the potential to affect 200,000 Veterans.
· Many Veterans have received Choice cards in the mail.  That does not guarantee they can take it to a provider.
· Around the Network: 
· The ribbon cutting ceremony for the Snyder House in Philadelphia took place a couple of months ago.  It is an off campus residential rehab treatment facility.  Veterans who are recovering from addiction, leaving homelessness, or searching to find a home are given help in learning the kinds of skills and financial management they need to resettle in the community.  This is a transitional residence where Veterans receive help with their resume and finding a job.
· In Philadelphia 3 new neurologists were hired.  These neurologists have specialized expertise in treating conditions such as Lou Gehrig’s disease, ALS, MS and other related disorders.  More virtual care is going on around the network, so if a Veteran is seen locally and could benefit from the special expertise of these doctors, they may not need to travel.  Instead they could meet with the specialist by video phone.
· Philadelphia has recently completed their first robotic surgery with the DaVinci system.  It is a high tech way of operating and it speeds the recovery time.

· Altoona VA community based outpatient clinic in State College has moved and expanded.

· Lebanon VA Medical Center has recently open a state of the art surgical center.
· Reminders:
· Only 5 days left (4/15/15) until the 35th National Wheelchair games in Dallas, this June.

· Registration concludes at the end of April for the 29th National Veterans Golden Age Games in Omaha, Nebraska, in August.
· The deadline for the September National Veterans Summer Sports Clinic in San Diego is May 1st.
· Many of you may have heard that Networth has been eliminated as a health care eligibility factor.  Once the transition is complete it should simplify the eligibility process for Veterans.
· Discussion:
· When a Veteran in crisis calls into a VA hospital there should be an option to be transferred to emergency services by dialing a number within the system.  Ms. Sivek replied she would take that suggestion and see what can be done.
· Mr. John Cyprian states when a Veteran in crisis calls the Crisis Hotline they should be connected to a live person.  Civilian hotlines, when they have a legitimate crisis, connect to a live person.  
8. REVIEW AND APPROVAL OF MEETING MINUTES: Minutes from the February 6, 2015 meeting were presented for approval.  Mr. Michael Mescavage made a motion to approve the meeting minutes as presented.  Mr. Michael Iacavazzi seconded the motion.  The motion carried and the minutes were approved.
9. OLD BUSINESS:
· Legislative Update: Mr. Dusty Durand provided the following legislative update:
· They have been conversing with the War Veterans Council and the State Veterans Commission over the past few days.  They are working together to make sure they have a unified message when they go to the Capitol on the 10th of June.  The following bills are anticipated to move between now and the passing of the budget:
· HB 157: Military certifications for employment – expected to move next week
· SB 284: “Honoring Our Veterans” motorcycle license plates – expected to move next week
· HB 131 and SB 42 are still working their way through committees.  They don’t anticipate movement until sometime in May.  That allows more time to look at these bills and make sure any issues are brought up.
· HB 175: Extends the Persian Gulf Bonus an additional 3 years
· SB 24: Reduces the percentage rate for severely disabled Veterans license plate – if you have recommendations inform committee members
· Veterans Day at the Capitol:
· Captain Pochak has passed out registrations for Veterans Day at the Capitol on the 10th of June at the East Wing Rotunda.
· Ten tables have already been filled there are about 24 to 25 tables available.
· Breakfast will now be served due to a resolution that the War Veterans Council will provide funding for this event.

· More information will follow.

~Organizations, such as the VFW and Legion, should volunteer to organize members and direct the to go to headquarters for transportation to the Capitol.  Parking will be an issue at the Capitol.

· Chief Counsel Update: Mr. Michael Barrett provided the following update:

· Regulations the body approved at last metg are in pipeline long process, keep apprise of progress

· BG Beck, Mr. Hamp, and Mr. Barrett recently met with Mr. Jason Mann, Adjunct Professor at Pittsburgh University.  He has developed a Veterans Practicum, which is a course for law students to take about the process of assisting Veterans with applying for all manners of benefits and appeals in connection with Veterans benefits.  There is a hesitancy for Veterans to get involved with lawyers, they continue to try to market this program.  These law students are happy to help process applications but prefer to be involved in complex cases or denials.  The law students work Pro Bono, the Veteran is not charged for any services.  The long term benefits of this program is it trains law students who have an interest in this area of the law and who will presumably continue to assist Veterans throughout their career.  The Bar Association of Pennsylvania and nation wide have a strong movement towards promoting Pro Bono legal activities.  This is an opportunity to help law students, who will in the long term, continue to help Veterans.  Next steps include more publicity for the program.  Some of the Veterans Organizations may be contact.  BG Beck states the law students are not serving as VSO’s and doing VSO work.  They are interested in assisting with appeals and the process of appeals.  They also have the oversight of the legal authorities that are training them as well.
· Discussion:
· MG Joseph is working with the current state Attorney General to ensure there are no poachers.  Not only attorneys but insurance and other vendors might be trying to sell benefits that Veterans have already earned.  If any one hears of situations like that inform BG Beck, MG Joseph, or the Attorney General so that appropriate action may be taken.  ~Mr. Barrett replied the Attorney General ‘s office recently established the new Office of Veterans Affairs.  They have the ability to prosecute these poachers.  ~Mr. John Tokarczyk introduced himself, he is the new director of Military and Veteran Affairs within the Attorney General’s Office.  Mr. Tokarczyk reiterated that if situations occur where Veterans are being targeted; inform him directly so that his office may take appropriate action immediately. ~Mr. Barrett stated that the Bar Association has a program called “Wills for Heros”, Mr. Barrett and his wife have participated in this program.  It used to be only for first responders but they have extended it now to include all Veterans.
· Mr. Rich Hudzinski asked if the University of Pittsburgh specified a service region or is it state-wide?  Mr. Barrett replied he is not sure if they specified a service region.  Although he doesn’t believe they would turn away any Veteran, it would be harder for a Veteran located in the eastern region of the state to consult with law students in the western region of the state.
· Mr. Rich Hudzinski asked if there has been coordination with VA as a result of the change in the law?  Mr. Barrett states he knows there is coordination because Mr. Mann is certified through the VA

· MG Joseph emphasized that these are students not attorneys.  Mr. Barrett stressed the Veterans are getting first-rate service.  The student is working with an Attorney Supervisor throughout the process.  The law students not only work with benefits and appeals, but also discharge upgrades as well.
· BG Beck informed the commission it is not only Pittsburgh University but Penn State, Drexel, and Temple Universities also offer similar services.

· Ms. Katie Johnson asked if Mr. Barrett has a list of legitimate students wanting to work for Veterans?  Mr. Barrett responded he does not have a list but can get the right contact information out.  The first contact should be the Law School itself.  He believes the Practicum has its own website.
· Is there a list of the Universities providing this service?  Currently there is no list but there will be by the next meeting.  Mr. Barrett will distribute at the next meeting.

· Mr. Roger Snook asked if the VSO will remain involved throughout the process?  Mr. Barrett stated that Mr. Mann did not intend for the law students to encroach the work of the VSO’s, they may work with the VSO’s throughout the process.
· State Veterans’ Homes Update: Mr. Andrew Ruscavage provide the following brief:
· State Veterans’ Homes Occupancy Statistics:
· Total state Occupancy remains at 91%
· Total state Veterans’ Home non-Veteran census percentage remains at 10%
· Five Star Quality Rating: The following State Veterans’ Homes received a five-star quality rating from Medicare and made the U.S. News & World Report’s Best Nursing Home list for 2015:
· Delaware Valley Veterans’ Home
· Pennsylvania Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Home

· Southwestern Veterans Center

· Licensure Update:
· Gino J. Merli Veterans’ Center in Scranton still remains on their provisional license.  The Department of Health (DOH) performed an inspection on February 15, 2015 and have cleared all deficiencies.  By the next SVC meeting, DOH will perform their annual inspection and Gino J. Merli Veterans’ Center will receive their regular license.

· Upcoming Events:
· Annual Fishing Tournament with the Adjutant General will take place on June 2, 2015 at the Dauphin County Anglers and Conservationist fishing creek.

· Save the Date – June 14, 2015 thru June 20, 2015 – State Veterans’ Homes Week.  At the next SVC meeting Mr. Ruscavage will provide a calendar of events for each of the homes.
· Veterans Trust Fund Update: Mr. Chip Gilliland, on behalf of Mr. Rick Hamp, provided the following VTF status update.  The checkoffs and donations since the last meeting totaled $268,815 for a cumulative total of $1,925,574.  32 “Honoring Our Veterans” license plates were sold since the last meeting bringing the total since conception to 2,056 license plates sold.  191 PA Monuments license plates have been sold since inception.  The VTA has expended $98,217.
· BG Beck stated they were not given direction as to how the PA Monuments license plate money should be spent.  It is currently being operated through the Veterans Trust Fund but it is not allocated for VTF purposes.
· Veterans’ Programs Update: Mr. Brian Natali presented the Veterans Programs Report for approval “in total”.  The State Veterans Commission held a singular vote to encompass the following reports as presented:

· Veterans Temporary Assistance report:
· Expended $451,000

· 313 claimants on the program

· This program was originally budgeted $400,000.  It has reached over $500,000.  It has been re-budgeted to $550,000, however, with increased response to the program, estimated budgeted should now be $650,000 to $700,000.  There is current discussions about this issue.
· Blind Veterans Pension report:
· Expended $183,150
· 119 Veterans on the program

· Paralyzed Veterans Pension report:
· Expended $2,291,250
· 1,726 claimants on the program

~With

· Educational Gratuity Program report:
· Expended $99,000

· 186 children have benefited from this program this fiscal year
· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program report:
· 8,345 Veterans on the program

· Due to the reduction in staff; all levels of management and staff have been applying time to this program.

· Approved 623 applications

· Denied (Financial Need) 39
· Denied (Ineligible) 39

· Adjudicated 784 applications since February’s meeting

· Received 572 applications since February’s meeting
· Average intake – 264 new/review application per month
Mr. John Cyprian made a motion 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:

· Mr. Natali presented five requests for waiver to the five acre rule.  Chairman Brenner called for discussion from commission members.  Seeing none, Chairman Brenner stated they would stay on the standing motion regarding the five acre rule, therefore the exceptions were denied.

· Persian Gulf Bonus Program:

· Mr. Natali provided an update report on the Persian Gulf Bonus Program – no vote required.

· 5 months left on this program if legislation is not passed to extend it

· Total applications – 10,974

· Total payments - $3.6 million

· Average payment - $425

· Processing time – 4½ days

· Military Family Assistance Program:

· Mr. Natali provided an update report on the Military Family Assistance Program – no vote required.

· Total contributions – over $1.5 million

· Approved payments – over $600,000

· Account balance – just under 1 million

Discussion:

· What was the estimate of the number of Persian Gulf applicants?  Around 20,000 is the estimated average in the Commonwealth.
· Act 66 Summary: Mr. Chip Gilliland briefed the commission on the following Act 66 update.  Year to date claims total 14,659.  Recoveries total $145,810,000.  These numbers indicate the total team effort between the Office of Veterans Affairs and Act 66 participants.
· Outreach Update: Mr. Gilliland provide the following brief:
· Reached out to Service Organizations and County Directors to partner events with the outreach team, when able.  If anyone is interested in partnering with the outreach team for an event, please complete the request form.  Contact Veterans Affairs for a request form.
· There is an increase in events.
10. NEW BUSINESS:
· Veterans Advocacy Opportunities: Mr. Gilliland briefed the following:

· Mental Health/First Aid (MHFA):

· Instructor Course completed March 23-27 at FTIG

· 30 new instructors

· Opportunity to host an additional Instructor Course in the western part of the state

· Currently scheduling 3 MHFA courses (non-instructor)

· Marywood University

· Lehigh Valley

· VFW Post 7530

· Last Days in Vietnam:
· Screening scheduled for April 11, 2015

· Ushers and Veteran advocates requested

· OHMSAS will provide professional staff, due to the nature of the screening
· WITF has partnered with us to promote this screening

· Understanding the Travel Needs of Disabled Veterans/Wounded Warriors:

· Webinar taking place on 31 March 2015.

· Please register and join this webinar to be able to provide feedback on the challenges faced by disabled Veterans/wounded warriors for transportation.
11. ADJUTANT GENERAL REMARKS: They have sailed through the House and Senate budget hearings.  MG Joseph thanked participants for their support.  He believes the Governor’s budget fully supports Veterans.  The active Army is downsizing maneuvers.  They would like to keep a fairly large active component and downsize the Reserve and National Guard components.  Reiterated that he would like to see the Organizations and County Directors working together to help Veterans.  It shouldn’t matter who gets the credit as long as the Veteran was assisted.  MG Joseph would appreciate sharing of information so that hard to reach Veterans can be assisted.  If that information was available the Office of Veterans Affairs would have an easier time locating and assisting those Veterans.
12. GOOD OF THE ORDER / ANNOUNCEMENTS: Chairman Brenner called for announcements, seeing none he announced the next meeting date.
13. NEXT MEETING:


Friday, June 5, 2015 at 10:00AM



Arrowheads Community Club



Fort Indiantown Gap



Annville, PA 17003

14. ADJOURNMENT: The meeting was adjourned at 11:15AM.
15. ROLL CALL:
· Members Present:
Mr. John Brenner, Chairman, State Veterans Commission

Mr. Dominic DiFrancesco, Member at Large
Ms. Jeannine Botta Guth, Member at Large

Mr. Dennis Haas, Commander, American Legion

Mr. Kit Watson, Adjutant, American Legion

Mr. Neil Appleby, President, Blinded Veterans Association

Mr. John Cyprian, President, County Directors of Veterans’ Affairs
Mr. Raymond Greene, Commander, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Michael Iacavazzi, Commander, Italian American War Veterans

Mr. Chris Fidler, Director, Keystone Paralyzed Veterans of America

Mr. James Powell, Commandant, Marine Corps League

Mr. Robert Gray, President, Military Officers Association of America

Mr. Michael Mescavage, Commander, Military Order of the Purple Heart
Mr. Gary Smith, Commander, Veterans of Foreign War

Mr. John Getz, Jr., State Adjutant/Quartermaster, Veterans of Foreign War
Mr. Rich Hudzinski, Designee, Vietnam Veterans of America

· Members Absent:

Mr. Gerald Hawk, Vice Chairman, State Veterans Commission
Mr. Harold Gennaria, Commissioner, Emeritus

Mr. Jeff Van Arsdale, Commander, AMVETS

Mr. Donald McMaster, Commander, Catholic War Veterans

Mr. Louis Abramson, Commander, PA Jewish War Veterans

· Others Present:
MG James R. Joseph, Acting Adjutant General
BG, USA, (Retired) Jerry G. Beck, Secretary, State Veterans Commission
Ms. Carla Sivek, VISN 4, Interim Network Director

COL Ferraro, Army

BG Carrelli, Air

Ms. Belinda Albright, Northumberland County VA
Mr. Roger Snook, Snyder County VA
Mr. Dan Osten, AL
Mr. Brian Natali, DMVA-VA

Mr. Chip Gilliland, DMVA-VA

Mr. Henry Desrosiers, Carbon County VA
Mr. John Tokarczyk, Office of Attorney General

Mr. Hank Fiola, MCL
Mr. Carmen DeSanti, DAV
Ms. Brenda Zechman, Schuylkill County VA

Mr. Anthony DiFrancesco, Dauphin County VA

Mr. Thomas Brown, VFW

Mr. Franklin Homme, DAV

Mr. Bob Cudworth, DAV

Mr. Chuck Jackson, MOPH

Mr. Bruce Foster, AL

Mr. Dave Cummiskey, USDOL-VETS

Mr. Vincent Demedier, USDOL-VETS

Mr. Joseph Delanko, VA-VISN 4

Ms. Katie Johnson, TAA

Mr. Andy Charpentier, TAA

Mr. Michael Barrett, DMVA-CC

Ms. Joan Nissley, DMVA-PAO

Mr. Dusty Durand, DMVA-LLO
Mr. Andrew Ruscavage, DMVA-VA Homes

The minutes of this meeting are respectfully submitted by:

Jerry G. Beck, Jr.

Brigadier General, USA, Retired

Deputy Adjutant General
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