Pennsylvania State Veterans’ Commission – October 2015


PENNSYLVANIA STATE VETERANS’ COMMISSION MEETING

ARROWHEADS COMMUNITY CLUB
FORT INDIANTOWN GAP

ANNVILLE, PA  17003-5002
Friday, October 2, 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:  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. Jeff Van Arsdale, Commander, AMVETS

· Mr. Raymond Greene, Commander, Disabled American Veterans

· Mr. Gary Smith, Commander, Veterans of Foreign Wars

· Mr. Donald McMaster, Commander, Catholic War Veterans

· Mr. Michael Iacavazzi, Commander, Italian American War Veterans

· Mr. Louis Abramson, Commander, Jewish War Veterans

BG Beck stated awards for outgoing members will be presented at the Organizations conference going forward.

5. REVIEW AND APPROVAL OF MEETING MINUTES:  Minutes from the September 11, 2015 meeting were presented for approval.  Mr. Haberkorn contested the minutes were incomplete and missing an important question that was raised.  Mr. Mescavage made a motion to approve the minutes with the addition of Mr. Haberkorn’s comments.  Mr. McDonald seconded.  The motion carried.
6. ARMY NATIONAL GUARD UPDATE: COL Ferraro provided the Commission an update on current and upcoming PA Army National Guard Deployments.  There are currently 65 soldiers deployed, 27 are in theater.  Recently mobilized a MediVac Unit from the Aviation Brigade they will deploy to Kuwait in support of ongoing activities.  Lowest mobilizations since 2001.  Pending future mobilizations include Kosovo Forces, 131 pax.  Mobilizations are slowing down.
7. AIR NATIONAL GUARD UPDATE: BG Carrelli provided the Commission an update on current and upcoming PA Air National Guard deployments.  There are currently three large combat support and aviation combat packages deployed, with 229 members deployed.  
8. VISN 4 UPDATE: Mr. Jonathan Eckman, Associate Director, Coatesville VAMC, provided the following VISN 4 update:
· Summer of Service:  This initiative exceeded the goals set reaching approximately 300,000 citizens across the country.  These volunteers come into VA facilities to help America’s Veterans.  Progress has been made on many of the challenges the VA faces.  61.5 million appointments have been completed, an increase of 2.36 million more appointments than last year over the same period.  VA also created over 2.7 million authorizations for Veterans to receive care in the private sector, a 21% increase compared to the previous year.  In an effort to improve customer service, VA began re-organization with an initiative called “MyVA”.  VA volunteer opportunities can be viewed by visiting www.volunteer.va.gov.
· VISN Realignment:  Through the MyVA initiative, Secretary McDonald unveiled a plan to realign VA’s many organizational maps into one map with five districts.  Implementation began in FY2016 with a goal of being completed no later than the end of FY2018.  Once completed there will be 18 VISN’s.  VISN 4 is not expected to be eliminated or consolidated.  VISN 4 anticipated change is the Clarksburg Virginia facility will be transferred to VISN 5.  As more details become available they will be shared with the Commission.
· Flu Shots:  All VISN 4 facilities, including community-based outpatient clinics (CBOC) have flu shots available.  Veterans who are eligible for VA health care may visit any location and receive a free flu shot.

· Discussion:
Q: Is there an update on VA ID cards that are being made available to all?
A: ID cards will be available at VAMC’s and a few CBOC’s, however, roll out date has not been set.

Q: With the realignment of VISN 4, has there been any word of less Medical Centers?

A: Not that they are aware of at this time, it a matter of how they report and how they’re aligned that puts the Veterans at the core of care.

Q: Is there any information on the new clinic in that opened in Wyomissing?
A: It is currently the most advance technical outpatient clinic.  TeleHealth Program offered in each room.  Veteran centered clinic, the Veteran is placed in one room for the duration of the visit.  This new clinic offers more space and more providers. Wyomissing will also be leasing additional space which will add 5,000 square feet more.

Q: Does it have the ability to change offices from triage to offices again, should

     the need arise?

A: Not that they are aware of.

9. OLD BUSINESS:
· Chief Council Update:  Mr. Michael Barrett informed the Commission the Chief Counsels office has added a new attorney to the team, Mr. Tom Davis.  Mr. Davis is a former marine and combat veteran.  Mr. Barrett made himself available for any questions.
· Policy, Planning and Legislative Update:  Mr. Joel Mutschler provided the following legislative update:
· No additional acts of legislation presented at this time
· H.R. 2029: Debate began 1 October in the Senate, however, talking has ceased and it is now on hold
· HB 175: Extension of Persian Gulf War Bonus, is in the House, as amended
· Additional requirements include a list of names, address, and branch of service for every person who received the Persian Gulf Bonus award.
· PPL office is currently enhancing the executive order on the Governor’s Advisory Council for Veterans Services (GAC-VS)
· Election Day is November 3, 2015. You can now register to vote online at www.votesPA.com.
· Discussion:
Q: What has the lack of a budget done to degrade any Veterans’ funding?

A: We are unable to award funding for Act 66, EAP will suffer as students return to school, travel has been cut as well.  The Veterans’ Homes have been exempt.

Q: Please clarify HB 175 process.

A: It is currently in the House Rules Committee. The house passed as is, the Senate passed with an amendment, the House has to pass with the amendment.
· State Veterans’ Homes Update: Mr. Ed Beck and Dr. John Bart provided the Commission with the State Veterans’ Homes update.

· The total State Veterans’ Homes occupancy rate is 91%.  Non-Veteran status is still at 10%.  The rate for Nursing Care/Dementia occupancy is 95%.  Occupancy for Personal Care/Domiciliary is 80%.  Mr. Beck provided a list of Veteran’s Day events at the State Veterans’ Homes.

· Dr. Bart provided the Commission a clinical update on Legionnaire’s Disease.  Routine water testing at Southeastern Veterans’ Center identified the presence of Legionnaire’s Bacteria in the water treatment system.  No cases of residents have been reported as having a physical ailment or diagnosis of Legionnaire’s Disease.  There is only the presence of the bacteria.  Keeping the bacteria out of the water is the key to preventing illness.  Southeastern Veterans’ Center performed a variety of actions to safeguard residents, visitors and staff including sanitizing the water system, changing and disinfecting all the aerators and showerheads throughout the facility, flushing and performing a thermal shock to the hot water tanks, fluoridating the domestic hot water system, disinfecting the cooling towers and retesting the domestic hot water system and the cooling towers after all the disinfecting has been complete.  Other actions to ensure safety included providing bottled drinking water, all sinks and tubs in the home were covered with duct tape so no residents would use them and providing bath-in-bag treatments.  Proper VA and health authorities were immediately notified.
Q: What is in place to protect visitors to this facility, what is the probability visitors may contract Legionnaire’s disease, and how will they be informed?

A: Each of the residents family members were notified of the findings, as well as signs posted at the facility, bottled water will be provided to the residents and visitors to the facility.

Q: Was there also follow up at the CBOC at Spring City?

A: That is correct.  The CBOC was also tested at Spring City, we don’t think the presence of Legionnaire’s bacteria is there because it was found in the cooling towers of the home.  We will need to wait for the results of the testing.
Q: Does the bacteria live outside the water?

A: The bacteria can live in droplets of moisture, but it needs a human host to replicate.
· Dr. Bart provided the Commission a clinical update on Influenza.  Currently there is no flu like activity reported within the Commonwealth.  The DOH is ramping up their surveillance starting next week for a forty week period.  It is estimated that 5% to 20% of Pennsylvanian’s will get the flu each year.  This year’s current flu vaccine contains two influenza A strains and one influenza B strain.  It also contains H1N1 virus from 2009, similar to the bird flu, H3N2 of the A virus, and an actual B virus.  You can visit www.flufreepa.com to see what the presence of flu is in your community.
· Dr. Bart provided the Commission a clinical update on Mental Wellness for Military Members, Veterans and their Families.  This course was first introduced in Australia in 2001 and brought to the United States in 2008.  The purpose is to recognize the signs and symptoms of mental illness in lay providers and to appropriately refer those individuals.  It is not meant to diagnos mental illness, provide an algorithm to easily assess individuals who are having a mental health crisis and follow a series of steps to help.  One unique model is focused on Military Members, Veterans and their families.  It expands on the adult concept but focuses on the unique stressors and signs of warning for Military members, Veterans and their families.  By participating in this eight hour course you will be able to recognized the warning signs and know what to do when someone is having a mental health crisis.  We encourage everyone to participate in one of these courses.
· PIRO Update: Mr. Chip Gilliland provided the Commission details regarding the Veterans’ Trust Fund.  PowerPoint slide depicted revenue since last meeting, for SFY 15/16 and Cumulative totals.  Mr. Gilliland stressed the VTF Grants notification of funding announcement should go out next week.  VTA for SFY 15/16 is $156,844.  There are two payments remaining for PennDOT costs to completely pay off PennDOT.
· 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 $156,844 to date
· 119 claimants on the program
· Expended approximately 25% of budget
· Blind Veterans Pension report:
· Expended $68,100
· 118 Veterans on the program
· Expended approximately 30% of budget
· Paralyzed Veterans Pension report:
· 1,802 Veterans on this program

· Expended $816,750
· Expended approximately 25% of budget
· Educational Gratuity Program report:
· Compendiums have been presented to Chairman Brenner and a list is provided in the packet.
· The payments have been logged into the system and we are waiting on a budget to pass to process those payments.
· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program report:
· 9,358 Veterans on the program

· Approved 179 applications since September’s SVC meeting.
· Denied (Financial Need) 0
· Denied (Ineligible) 2
· 85 new applications have been received since September’s SVC meeting.
· Worked 292 applications since September’s SVC meeting.
Mr. Michael Mescavage made a motion to approve the reports as presented.  Mr. Michael Stelacio seconded the motion.  The motion carried.
· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program – 5 Acre Rule:

· Mr. Natali presented seven 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 (no vote required): Mr. Natali provided an update report on the Persian Gulf Bonus Program
· Application period has expired, HB 175 extends the program an additional 3 years

· Total applications – 11,666
· 9,032 payments have been sent

· Average payment is $424.60

· Total payments - $3.8 million
· Processing time – 5 days
· Paid 117 Veterans, for a total of $48,000, in the month of September.

· Continue to receive applications, should HB 175 pass.

· Military Family Assistance Program (MFRAP) (no vote required): Mr. Natali provided an update report on the Military Family Assistance Program
· Total contributions – over $1.6 million

· Approved Grant application payments in the amount of $673,000

· Account balance – $929,000
· Mr. Natali discussed the program guidelines for Veterans’ Temporary Assistance (VTA).  Wording was changed from “temporary” to “unexpected”.  Under 4. Maximum Amount of Assistance clause 3 and 5 was clarified to further define guidance.  Application Procedures, Grants and Evaluation Criteria were added to the guidelines to further define program guidance, these procedures are on the application.
Chairman Brenner called for a vote to approve the guidelines.  Nick Taylor made a motion to approve.  The motion was seconded and carried.
· Outreach & Reintegration Update:  Mr. Chip Gilliland briefed the commission on Act 66 year to date claims and recoveries.
· Mr. Gilliland repeated a question from MG James Joseph, “How many of the organizations that receive Act 66 funds are close to ceasing operations or have ceased operations by not receiving this years funding?”  No organizations report ceasing operations due to the budget impasse.
Discussion:  What organizations are eligible for Act 66?  The questions was raised at the September SVC meeting.  Chairman Brenner stated that all organizations are eligible to submit an application.  There has been conflicting information as to who is eligible and who should be eligible.  Concerns were raised that individuals are attempting to exclude certain organizations from being eligible to apply for Act 66.  Chairman Brenner stated that accusations can be addressed by a letter to the State Veterans’ Commission or by statements made at the meeting for a committee.  Chairman Brenner stressed the SVC is not in charge of Act 66.  Concerns should be brought to the attention of the department in charge of Act 66.
· Mr. Gilliland provided an update on outreach engagements.  In the first quarter of SFY 2015-16 they have interacted with close to 1,000 Veterans, despite the travel restrictions.  The Outreach team continues to average 10-12 events per month.

10. NEW BUSINESS:
· Mr. Steve Lew spoke to the Commission about SRA and their need for Consumer Reviewers.  SRA is actively recruiting Veterans, caregivers and family members currently residing with the Veteran.  Funding has been provided for this research.  Handout was provided listing some of the illnesses, injuries and diseases they are currently researching.  Reviewers would be asked to come to Washington, D.C. for a few days and give testimony on what they live with daily to the scientists and doctors on the panel.  These scientist will eventually develop a cure or an improvement, not only for that individual but the community, as well.  Reviewers must be nominated by an organization, medical center or someone in the community that is familiar with the nominee.  Chairman Brenner asked to Commission member to take this information back to their organizations.  You can visit their website at http://cdmrp.army.mil for more information.
· Ms. Nancy Schaff briefed the Commission on the National World War I Centennial Commission (WWICC).  The WWICC was chartered by congress in 2013 with 11 national Commissioners who were appointed by the President of the United States, Congress, VFW, The American Legion and the National World War I museum in Kansas City, MO.  Official activities are focused on key areas including: education, particularly our youth, honoring those sacrifices and commemoration.  They encourage private, state and local governments to get organized around and participate in World War I commemoration events.  The National Commission is looking to individual states to develop state-wide commissions.  A letter was sent to Governor Wolf requesting legislation.
· Election of Officers – State Veterans’ Commission:
Vote for Chairman:

· Chairman Brenner turned the floor to Mr. Barratt to oversee the election process.  Mr. Barrett opened the floor for nominations for the position of Chairman of the State Veterans’ Commission.  Mr. Appleby nominated Mr. John Cyprian. Mr. Cyprian accepted the nomination.  Mr. Tom Bremer nominated Mr. John Brenner.  Mr. Brenner accepted the nomination.  Mr. Barrett explained the process for paper ballots, due to there being two candidates for Chairman.  Each member will write the name of the individual they select for Chairman.  The ballots will be collected and given to the Secretary of the State Veterans’ Commission.  The Secretary will count the ballots.  Mr. Barrett will verify and each candidate may elect to have a representative, other than themselves, present to verify the count.  Mr. Appleby made a point of order that the process can be simplified by having a roll call vote.  Mr. Barrett explained that the rules for the Commission do not provide for a roll call vote, except in the instance there is only one nominee.  Mr. Appleby requested a copy of the referenced rules.  By tally of votes Mr. John Brenner has been elected as Chairman for the State Veterans’ Commission for the 2015-16 term.
Vote for Vice Chairman:
· Mr. Barrett opened the floor for nominations for the position of Vice Chairman of the State Veterans’ Commission.  Mr. Gerald Hawk nominated Mr. Kit Watson.  Mr. Appleby made a point of order that Mr. Watson is a non-voting member and cannot hold the office of Vice Chairman.  Mr. Barrett stated that if a non-voting member is elected to Chairman or Vice Chairman they would not be given the right to vote by virtue of election to that position.  They would have a limitation or disability in performing that role, however, that does not disqualify them from being elected to that position.  Mr. Watson accepted the nomination.  After three calls for nominations, no additional nominations were presented.  Mr. Bernie McDonald made a motion to accept Mr. Watson as the Vice Chairman.  Mr. Nicholas Taylor seconded the motion.  Mr. Barrett called for a roll call vote. The ayes carried the vote. Mr. Kit Watson was elected Vice Chairman of the State Veterans’ Commission for the 2015-16 term.
11.  REMARKS FROM THE ADJUTANT GENERAL:  MG James R. Joseph (TAG), was unable to attend this meeting, therefore, BG Beck (DAG-VA) made remarks.
· BG Beck used this opportunity to recognize Mr. Jeff White and all the work he is doing on suicide prevention.  Mr. White works tirelessly passing out cards, sending out messages and getting involved at the national level.  Much appreciation for all your hard work.
· The National President of the VFW Auxiliary, from Alaska, visited on September 30.  We briefed on the PA National Guard and what we’re doing with Veterans.  The visit went well.

· Governor Wolf put out proclamation, about two weeks ago, challenging us to end Veteran homelessness in Pennsylvania.  This is a national program, which began 2 years ago, originally as a Mayor’s Challenge, to end Veteran homelessness by the end of 2015.  Mayors from 12 different cities have accepted this challenge.  Governor Wolf, along with 8 other governors, have accepted this challenge, for a total of 550 mayors and 8 governors involved in this challenge.  Pennsylvania’s challenge began 22 September and runs through 31 December.  The goal is to house 550 homeless Veterans across the Commonwealth.  Many are involved in the challenge including federal, state and local governments and non-profit organizations.  “Functional Zero” is the term you will hear a lot about.  It means all the Veterans that want to be housed will have the ability to be housed.  Philadelphia and Pittsburgh will announce “Functional Zero” around Veterans’ Day, Erie began onboarding, as they are working the same program.  At the end of 2015 a lot of our larger cities will be able to claim “Functional Zero” where homelessness is concerned.  A few mayors have also become involved due to Governor Wolf’s proclamation.  Support is requested and appreciated from your organizations to assist in the Governor’s Challenge over the next 100 days.
· The Veterans Symposium is being held next Saturday.  Vietnam Veterans will be presented with a pin in honor of their service in Vietnam.  General Frank Grass will present the pin to Vietnam Veterans on Saturday morning.  Gen Grass is also the Keynote speaker, to begin at 9AM.  He is a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and he is Chief of the National Guard Bureau.  General Grass will be meeting with the Senate and House VA&EP Committee’s on Friday, however, this is not a hearing but a meet and greet, if you would like to meet General Grass you are encouraged to attend the Veterans Symposium on Saturday.  Also speaking will be the Chief of Army Chaplains, Congressman Rothfus, and Dr. Rory Cooper will act as MC for the day.  The program runs from 9AM to 5PM, with workshops on sexual trauma, suicide prevention, family issues and Veterans court.  Beginning at noon is a special ceremony to honor Vietnam Veterans.  Your support is requested for the Veterans Symposium on 10 October.  Registration begins at 8am, there is no cost to attend and lunch is provided. The March for the Fallen is also taking place that day and starts at 6am.
· There is talk about changing the Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program (RETX) in legislature to a graduated system.  That would allow a 10% disabled Veteran to receive a 10% reduction in their taxes.  We have asked the Senate and House VA&EP Committee’s to allow us to have a hearing so we can discuss.  If you would like to speak at this hearing we will ask for the VA&EP to invite you.  Continue to investigate legislation regarding RETX and form opinions for discussion.

Q: Would you put out a press release on the events?

A: It is on the website and we will discuss other ways to reach out to our Veterans.
· **Mr. Haberkorn made a motion to destroy the Chairman voting ballots.  Mr. John Cyprian seconded the motion.  By unanimous vote the Chairman voting ballots will be destroyed.  Mr. Barratt added that he will take them back to Chief Counsels Office and shred the ballots. (See below)
12.  GOOD OF THE ORDER/ANNOUNCEMENTS:
· Mr. E. Michael Stelacio, Commander, American Legion, used this opportunity to present BG Carrelli with an award for appreciation for outstanding service and assistance which contributed to the advancement of American Legion programs and activities.

· Mr. Eckman provided an update on questions raised earlier in the meeting.  Congress has approved the Veterans’ Identification Card in July, it was then forwarded to the White House and signed into law, once signed into law Veterans can be notified, however, currently there is no time frame established.  Wyomissing’s new CBOC does not have moveable walls.  It was designed under the Patient Align Care Team guidelines to ensure privacy for Veterans.
· **A motion was made to destroy the Chairman voting ballots.  Chairman Brenner stated that motions must be made under new business.  A motion was made to return to new business and seconded.  The ayes carried the motion and the Commission moved back to new business. (See above)
· Chairman Brenner took this opportunity to compliment and thank BG Beck for the tour the Ladies’ Auxiliary received.  Chairman Brenner urges anyone who has not had a tour of FTIG to do this.  BG Beck and Chairman Brenner have discussed showing a 5 minute presentation and then touring some areas on post most individuals have not seen.

· Mr. Gilliland stressed to the new Commission members to provide an email address so we can add them to our distribution lists and provide the information that is being pushed out to our partners concerning our Veterans.
13.  INSTALLATION OF NEW OFFICERS:
· BG Beck issued the Oath of Office to Mr. John Brenner, newly elected Chairman of the State Veterans’ Commission, and Mr. Kit Watson, newly elected Vice Chairman of the State Veterans’ Commission, for the 2015-16 term.
14. NEXT MEETING:
Provided a budget has been passed, the next meeting will be held:
Friday, December 4, 2015 at 10:00AM



Arrowheads Community Club


Fort Indiantown Gap



Annville, PA 17003

15. ADJOURNMENT: The meeting was adjourned at 11:52AM.
16. ROLL CALL:
· Members Present:
Mr. John Brenner, Chairman, State Veterans Commission

Mr. Gerald Hawk, Vice Chairman, State Veterans Commission

Ms. Jeannine Botta Guth, Member at Large

Mr. Neil Appleby, President, Blinded Veterans Association

Ms. Constance Snavely, Designee, Keystone Paralyzed Veterans of America

Mr. James Powell, Commandant, Marine Corps League

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

Mr. Thomas Haberkorn, President, Vietnam Veterans of America
Mr. Samuel Petrovich, Adjutant, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. E. Michael Stelacio, Commander, American Legion

Mr. Kit Watson, Adjutant, American Legion

Mr. Bernie McDonald, Commander, AMVETS

LTC (R) Nicholas Taylor, Commander, Catholic War Veterans

Mr. John Cyprian, President, County Directors of Veterans’ Affairs
Mr. Walter Simpson, Commander, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Thomas Bremer, Commander, Italian American War Veterans

Mr. Allan Abramson, Commander, Jewish War Veterans

Mr. Michael Mescavage, Commander, Military Order of the Purple Heart

Mr. Jason Dulski, Executive Director, AMVETS
Mr. Scott Fritz, Designee, Veterans’ of Foreign Wars

· Others Present:
BG, USA, (R) Jerry G. Beck, Secretary, State Veterans Commission
Mr. Nate Silcox, Senate VAEP

Mr. Brian Natali, DMVA-VA

Mr. Chip Gilliland, DMVA-VA
Mr. John Tokarczyk, Office of Attorney General

Mr. Hank Fiola, MCL
Mr. Anthony DiFrancesco, Dauphin County VA

Mr. Joel Mutschler, DMVA-PPL
Mr. Jeffrey R. White, VVA

Mr. Tim Bremer, Sons of The American Legion
Ms. Colleen Washinger, Dauphin County VA

Mr. Rich Hudzinski, VVA

Mr. Louis Abramson, JWV

Mr. Steve Lew, SRA
Mr. Scott Fritz, VFW

Ms. Belinda Albright, Northumberland County VA

Mr. Henry Desrosiers, Carbon County VA

Mr. Doug Etter, VA

Mr. Frank Homme, DAV

Mr. Bruce Foster, TAL

Mr. Michael Barrett, DMVA-CCO

Mr. Dave Cummisky, USDOL-VETS

Ms. Joan Nissley, DMVA-PAO

Dr. John Bart, DMVA-Homes

Mr. Ed Beck, DMVA-Homes

Ms. Joyce Gibson, DMVA-VA

The minutes of this meeting are respectfully submitted by:

Jerry G. Beck, Jr.

Brigadier General, USA, Retired

Deputy Adjutant General
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