State Veterans Commission Meeting Minutes – Oct 14

PENNSYLVANIA STATE VETERANS’ COMMISSION MEETING

ARROWHEADS COMMUNITY CLUB
FORT INDIANTOWN GAP

ANNVILLE, PA  17003-5002

Friday, October 3, 2014

CALL TO ORDER:  The State Veterans’ Commission (SVC) meeting was called to order at 10:00 am by Chairman John Brenner.  
INVOCATION / PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE:  The meeting was opened with an invocation and the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance.

COMMISSION INTRODUCTION:  Commission members introduced themselves and special guests in attendance.
THE ADJUTANT GENERAL UPDATE:  MG Craig provided an update briefing on the following topics:

· Current PA Army and Air National Guard mobilization and total deployments
· Future PA Army and Air National Guard mobilization and total deployments

· Veterans’ Trust Fund Revenue and Disbursements
· Act 66 Claims, Compensation, Pension and Recovery Summary
· Outreach Engagements

VISN 4 UPDATE:  Mr. Jonathan Eckman, Associate Director, Coatesville VA Medical Center briefed the following information:
· Leadership Changes:

· Erie - A new director has been nominated, but is still pending final approval.
· VISN 4 -  Mr. Gary Devansky continues to serve as the Interim Network Director. There is no word yet on a permanent replacement, it is believed to be on hold pending a possible reorganization by the new Secretary of Veterans Affairs, Bob McDonald.
· Access

· VA continues to post regular data updates showing progress on efforts to accelerate access to quality health care for Veterans.  These access data updates are posted at the middle and end of each month at VA.gov.  
· Using data from September 1, the following statistics were provided regarding wait lists in VISN 4:
· 93% of all appointments scheduled in VISN 4 are scheduled within 30 days or less.
· 87% of those appointments are scheduled within 14 days or less.  
· The VISN 4 NEAR List has been reduced by 98% since June 9, 2014. 

· The VISN 4 EWL Count has been reduced by 10% since June 9, 2014.
· There are approximately sixty percent less Veterans placed on the EWL list in VISN 4 compared to nationally.

· Retrospective Wait Time Averages for NEW, completed appointments on Primary Care, Specialty Care, and Mental Health Care are 17, 20, and 13 days, respectively.  The wait time averages are below national by 8, 4 and 1 days, respectively.

· New Positions:

· We will soon be adding 300 new positions across the Network and recruiting staff to fill them.  These positions will include both providers and support staff.  To accommodate this expansion, VA nationwide is looking into leasing administrative space in order to add more clinical space.
· Since compensation is an important part of attracting and retaining skilled medical professionals, Secretary McDonald recently proposed an adjustment to the maximum rates of annual pay for VA physicians and dentists based on the skills and qualifications of the professional being recruited.

· The updated pay tables propose an increase in pay of $20,000 to $35,000 annually for physicians and dentists who are providing care for Veterans.  
· New CBOCs:
· Two new community-based outpatient clinics recently opened and began to treat Veterans.  They are located in Huntingdon County and Indiana County.  They are both operated by the same contractor.  We are really excited to expand our network, and bring quality health care closer to Veterans homes.

· Town Hall Meetings:

· VISN 4 will be holding quarterly town hall meetings, veterans are encouraged to attend and participate.
· Road to Veterans Day:
· On September 11th, Secretary McDonald met with the chairmen and ranking members of the Senate and House Veterans Affairs Committees to affirm his commitment to working together to better serve Veterans. He outlined his Road to Veterans Day, a series of strategies and actions that will enable the Department to rebuild trust with Veterans and the American people, improve service delivery, and set the course for long-term excellence and reform.  

REVIEW AND APPROVAL OF MEETING MINUTES:  Minutes from the September 5, 2014 meeting were presented for approval.  Mr. Michael Mescavage made a motion to accept the meeting minutes as presented.  Mr. Michael Iacavazzi seconded the motion.  Motion carried and the minutes were approved.
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OLD BUSINESS:
· Policy, Planning and Legislative Affairs Update:  Mr. Dusty Durand provided the following information:
· Current Legislative Priorities:

· SB 1129 / Sen Robbins:  Amputee and Paralyzed Veteran Pension

· HB 107 / Rep Heffley:  Military education and training considered for professional credentials
· HB 472 / Rep Barrar:  Education / PA Residency to Military / Veterans

· SB 803 / Sen Baker:  Exempt active duty military pay from the local earned income tax

· SB 1224 / Sen Vance:  Extends pharmaceutical cost saving measures to Veterans residing in assisted living residence and personal care homes 

· National Chair of Honor:  

· Mr. Durand encouraged attendance at the National Chair of Honor Unveiling on October 15, 2014 at 9:30 am at the Capitol Building in Harrisburg, 
· The Chair of Honor will be placed in the state Capitol as a reminder of the sacrifices made by those missing in action and those who endured as prisoners of war. 
· The American Legion has provided the Chaplain for the ceremony, the Vietnam Veterans of America will provide the Field Cross Ceremony, and the Veterans of Foreign War will provide the Color Guard.   
· State Veterans Homes Update:  Mr. Andrew Ruscavage provided an update briefing on the following information:
· State Veterans Homes Occupancy Statistics:
· Total State Occupancy – 92%

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

· State Veterans’ Homes Nursing Care / Dementia Occupancy – 96%

· State Veterans’ Homes Personal Care / Domiciliary Occupancy – 78%

· Licensure Status:
· Gino Merli Veterans’ Center (GMVC) – Scranton, PA:  Based on the DOH re-inspection on 9/18/2014 GMVC cleared all Federal deficiencies previously noted.  No denial of payment will be incurred.  GMVC remains on Provisional Licensure at this time with a compliance date of December 20, 2014.  The Department of Health will conduct a monitor visit of the home and annual survey prior to removal. 

· Southeastern Veterans’ Center (SEVC) - Spring City PA:  Based on a Medicaid Recertification Compliance Survey completed on August 15, 2014, it was determined that the Southeastern Veterans Center (SEVC) was not in compliance with the requirements for Long Term Care Facilities and the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Long Term Licensure Regulations.  SEVC obtained 12 deficiencies during this annual inspection, the state average for an annual inspection is 6.7 deficiencies.

· A Plan of Correction to remedy the deficiencies has been developed by the SEVC management and staff and has been accepted by DOH.  Date certain for                 re-inspection is October 8, 2014.  

· Staffing Updates :  

· A new Clinical Services Manager for the GJMVC has been hired.

· Interviews are currently open for a Clinical Services Manager at the SEVC.
· The Commandant of the SEVC is retiring, effective October 24, 2014.

· Veterans Day Activities:  
· A flyer was distributed to each Commission Member outlining the variety of Veterans Day activities at each of the six Veterans Homes.  An invitation was extended and attendance was encouraged.
· Discussion:  

· Q:   Mr. Neil Appleby, Blinded Veterans Association asked why the Non-Veteran occupancy was only at 10%.
· A:   Mr. Ruscavage explained that the Department of Military and Veterans Affairs puts a cap on their non-veteran occupancy.  Currently the non-veteran occupancy is at 10%; however, the cap is actually 12%.  The federal cap for non-veteran occupancy is 25%.  
Non-Veteran occupants are generally the spouse of a Veteran.  If the Veteran should pass away before the non-veteran spouse, the percentage numbers could get skewed, the cap could be exceeded and the home would be out of compliance.  
The Department of Military and Veterans Affairs decided that a 12% cap would prevent the chance of exceeding federal caps, would prevent non-compliance, and keep more beds open for Veteran occupants. 
· Veterans’ Programs Update:  Mr. Brian Natali presented the Veterans Programs Reports for approval “in total”.  The State Veterans Commission held a singular vote 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 Ms. Jeannine Botta Guth 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 tax relief for acreage exceeding the  allotted 5 acres; a Request for Waiver must be submitted and approved.
· One (1) Request for Waiver from the 5 Acre Rule was presented for review.  
· The State Veterans Commission has a Standing Motion regarding the 5 Acre Rule.  The standing motion ratifies a non-approval vote for all exemption requests exceeding the allotted 5 acres. 
· 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.
· Military Family Assistance Program – Mr. Natali provided an update report on the Military Family Assistance Program – no vote required.
NEW BUSINESS:

· Introducing Ms. Nicole Reigelman:  Ms. Nicole Reigelman. Director of Military and Veterans Affairs, Office of the Attorney General (OAG), introduced herself to the State Veterans Commission as follows:
· As Attorney General Kathleen Kane’s Director for Military and Veterans Affairs, Ms. Reigelman is the first person within the Attorney General’s Office to hold this position.  
· Attorney General Kane created the position out of her concern for Pennsylvania’s Veterans to help ensure they receive the help they need. 
· Before joining the OAG, Ms. Reigelman spent 10 plus years with the state Legislature, and is also a Captain in the Air National Guard with the 111 Attack Wing in Horsham. 

· From the beginning, Ms. Reigelman has been meeting with stakeholders at the local, state and federal levels to learn about the issues veterans are encountering, as well as to determine effective collaborative solutions.

· Ms. Reigelman places her focus mainly on consumer protection issues such as scams, ID theft, and problems with medical equipment.  Her objectives are to engage with the Veteran, Military Communities and families directly; to educate them on protection issues and to ensure they receive the help they need. 

· The tools the OAG brings to the tool kit are the core functions of investigating and mediating consumer complaints, and in instances of compelling public interest, taking legal action. 

· The OAG has established a Veterans’ phone line and a Veterans’ email address pavets@attorneygeneral.gov that come directly to Ms. Reigelman.  The OAG is updating their website, which has a Veteran section directly off of the main site.  They are producing veteran and military specific publications on some of the top issues impacting these communities in order to better educate people. 

· Ms. Reigelman requested help in getting veterans who have been targeted by scams, predatory lenders and dishonest businesses to complete a complaint form.   The forms are available on the Attorney General’s website and are in the process of being updated to include a check box for Military or Veteran status.   
· Veteran complaints will go straight to Ms. Reigelman.  These forms will provide the catalyst to act as well as the information necessary to provide informed and intelligent help.  
· Ms. Reigelman expressed a desire to work together with the members of the State Veterans Commission, and their respective Veteran Organizations, in the effort to help Military and Veteran families avoid and overcome these consumer setbacks. 

· PA War Veterans Council (PWVC) Legislative Committee Update:  Mr. Bruce Foster, Chairman, Pennsylvania War Veterans Council Legislative Committee conducted a brief slide show presentation on the following information:
· Mr. Foster began by saying he recently completed a review of the PWVC Legislative Committee History from 1983 to the present and was proud to say that they have done some pretty great things for Veterans in Pennsylvania.  
· Mr. Foster introduced current members of the PWVC Legislative Committee:
· Mr. John Brenner - VFW
· Mr. Gerald Hawk - AMVETS
· Mr. Charles Jackson - MOPH
· Mr. Richard Hudzinski - VVA
· Mr. Robert Gray - MOAA
· Mr. Samuel Petrovich - DAV
· Mr. Foster stated that this year, the PWVC Legislative Committee has asked people to work with them in the role of Advisors.  Advisors are the people they will turn to for assistance and help in keeping them informed as they go through their process.  Mr. Foster announced the following Advisors:

· Mr. Dusty Durand -  Department of Military and Veterans Affairs
· Ms. Nicole Reigelman - Office of Attorney General
· Ms. Christine Hawk - Department of Education

Agenda – Change the paradigm:
· The legislative committee is defined in the PWVC bylaws as the committee that studies legislation.  Mr. Foster asserts that they will continue to do that, but in addition they also want to provide and update the State Veterans Commission on the Veterans Service Organization side of legislative issues.  
· Goal Achievement Plan: 
1. Determine the problem effecting the Veteran Support System:
· Gather input 

· Consider all factors, education, outreach, healthcare, state benefits, etc.
2. Gather the facts and make assumptions:
· Facts – Statements about the problem known to be true or there is positive proof
· Assumptions – Statement used to replace necessary but missing or unknown facts

· Prioritize the problem list

3. Define end states and establish criteria:
· End States identify goals and objectives

· Criteria

· Selection – used to gather valid solution
· Evaluation – used to compare solutions

4. Develop possible solutions:
· Brain Storming

· Mind Mapping

5. Analyze and compare possible solutions:

· Use predetermined evaluation criteria

· Go back to “Facts and Assumptions” or “Establish Criteria” if necessary
· Talk to all parties affected

6. Select and recommend the best practical solutions:

· Brief the State Veterans Commission
· Make sure it is acceptable, feasible, suitable and affordable
7. Analyze solution for effectiveness:

· May take time

· Identify and overcome possible roadblock

· Update State Veterans Commission on effectiveness

· Hall of Fame Nomination: 

· A Gino J. Merli Veterans Center Hall of Fame nominatin for Mr. John H. Richards was submitted to the Commission for a vote.
· Chairman Brenner instructed Commission members that effective immediately, Hall of Fame voting will undergo a process change.
· The current process rushes members to vote, by receiving an application packet upon arrival at the meeting and asking for a vote at the very same meeting.  
· From this meeting forward, a packet will be received, but the vote on the application will be withheld until the following meeting.  This change in process will allow for a more informed voting process, allowing members time to properly review the application before being asked to vote.  
· Chairman Brenner instructed members to review the packet for Mr. John H. Richards prior to the next meeting and be prepared to vote on it at the December meeting.

· New York Life Insurance Briefing:  Ms. Jennifer Epstein discussed opportunities for Veterans as follows:
· The “living benefits of insurance - to pay off debts, provide additional funds for education and supplement retirement.
· Job opportunities – “Join the New York Life ranks” 
· Translation of skill sets, such as overcoming obstacles, learn and adapt quickly, teamwork and goal setting
· Specially trained management team to work with Veterans
· Ms. Epstein also showed a brief video, when life happens.
· Election of Officers – State Veterans Commission: 
· Vote for Chairman, State Veterans Commission:
· Chairman Brenner turned the floor to Ms. Marsha Davis of the Chief Counsel’s Office to conduct the election under Robert’s Rule of Order.
· Ms. Marsha Davis called for nominations for Chairman of the State Veteran’s Commission

· A nomination for Mr. John Brenner was placed by Mr. Gary Smith.

· Mr. John Brenner accepted the nomination

· A nomination for Mr. Dominic DiFrancesco was made by Mr. Neil Appleby.
· Mr. Dominic DiFrancesco respectfully declined the nomination due to health reasons

· Mr. Neil Appleby made a point of order that there must be three calls for nomination prior to a vote.  
· After three calls for nominations, no additional nominations were presented 
· Nominations for Chairman were closed.

· BG Beck called for a vote that Mr. John H. Brenner be elected Chairman of the State Veterans Commission.  
· The “Ayes” carried the vote.

· Mr. John Brenner was elected Chairman of the State Veterans Commission for 2014-15.
· Vote for Vice-Chairman, State Veterans Commission:

· Ms. Marsha Davis called for nominations for Vice-Chairman of the State Veteran’s Commission

· Mr. Kit Watson explained to Commission members that a letter to the Chairman, State Veterans Commission from Mr. Gerald Hawk was submitted.  The letter stated that although he would be unable to attend the meeting, however, if nominated for the Vice-Chairman position he “would gratefully accept the nomination.” 

· A nomination for Mr. Gerald Hawk was made by Mr. Kit Watson
· Mr. Neil Appleby objected to the nomination stating that although Mr. Watson is a member of the State Veteran’s Commission, he is a non-voting member.

· Mr. Watson stated that he was placing a nomination, not voting.

· Mr. Appleby countered that placing a nomination was part of the voting process, and therefore he was unable to place a nomination. 

· Mr.  Dennis Haas interjected and placed a nomination for Mr. Gerald Hawk as Vice-Chairman.  

· Mr. Michael Mescavage seconded the nomination
· Mr. Appleby pointed out that a second was not necessary. 
· After three calls for nominations, no additional nominations were presented 

· Nominations for Vice-Chairman were closed.

· BG Beck called for a vote that Mr. Gerald Hawk be elected Vice-Chairman of the State Veterans Commission.  

· The “ayes” carried the vote.

· Mr. Gerald Hawk was elected Chairman of the State Veterans Commission for 2014-15.
· The election process was completed.  Chairman Brenner thanked the Commission members for re-electing him as Chairman, and expressed appreciation for the confidence they have placed in him.
 GOOD OF THE ORDER / ANNOUNCEMENTS:
· Mr. Kit Watson wanted to thank BG Beck for the Spirit of America tickets.  He also wanted to thank BG Beck for the information stream they have been receiving from BG Beck’s staff member, Mr. Brian Natali. 
· Ms. Jeanine Botta Guth announced with pride and pleasure that her future son-in-law, who is a Captain in the Air Force came home safely at the end of September from his tour of duty in Afghanistan.  In addition, her daughter, who is also a Captain in the Air Force, will soon complete her tour of duty in Afghanistan and return home mid-October. She thanked everyone for their prayers and support.
· Mr. Thomas Haberkorn, in reference to the motion to oppose the dissolution of the PTSD groups at the Altoona VA Medical Center, thanked the PA War Council and the State Veterans Commission for their support.  He also thanked MG Craig and BG Beck for their attention to this issue.  Mr. Haberkorn informed the Commission that the problem continues to be pursued.  He spoke of a letter from Mr. Chuck Schrankel, a Veterans advocate to Secretary Mc Donald and a letter from Congressman Keith Rothfus containing pertinent questions addressed to Mr. William Mills, the Altoona VAMC Administrator.
· Mr. Michael Mescavage extended an offer to show any Commission Members who wished to view them, the beautiful plaques that the Military Order of the Purple Heart uses to express gratitude to Police and Fireman who are wounded in the line of duty.  
· Mr. Bruce Foster announced that Mr. Carmen DeSanti, a long standing member of the Veteran community is in the hospital and requested that Commission Members please remember him in prayer.   
· Mr. Bruce Foster also announced that the Predatory Loan wagons are once again circling.  He announced that he and Ms. Nicole Reigelman had a conference call scheduled with Kerry Smith, Staff Attorney, Homeownership and Consumer Law Unit, Community Legal Services, Inc., Philadelphia.  Mr. Smith has been keeping them apprised of progress in this area.  The PWVC has voted to send a letter to all Senators.  Mr. Foster asked for support by way of everyone calling their Senators regarding this issue.  These predatory practices are something we do not want in Pennsylvania; they are not good for Veterans or Soldiers.

· Chairman Brenner announced the decision that the State Veterans Commission Orientation Program will take place in December.  The basis of the orientation program is to outline the duties and responsibilities of being a member of the State Veterans Commission.  Chairman Brenner stated that although attendance was not mandatory; he still encouraged participation.  The Orientation will be scheduled the same day as the next State Veterans Commission Meeting and will take place at approximately 0830.  The Orientation Program will last approximately one hour.  More information will be forthcoming prior to the next meeting. 
TIME / LOCATION OF NEXT MEETING:

        Friday, December 5, 2014 at 10:00 am

        Arrowheads Community Club

        Fort Indiantown Gap

        Annville, PA  17003

INSTALLATION OF NEW OFFICERS:  

· BG Beck issued the Oath of Office to Mr. John Brenner, newly elected Chairman of the State Veterans Commission, 2014-15.  

· BG Beck announced that Mr. Gerald Hawk will be sworn in at the next Commission meeting
ADJOURNMENT:  The meeting was adjourned at 11:17 am.   event
ROLL CALL: 
· Members Present:

Mr. John Brenner, Chairman, State Veterans Commission

BG, USA, (Retired) Jerry G. Beck, Secretary, State Veterans Commission
Mr. Dominic DiFrancesco, Member at Large

Mr. Dennis Haas, Commander, American Legion

Mr. Kit Watson, Adjutant, American Legion

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. Harold Cooney, Designee for 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
· Members Absent:
Mr. Donald McMaster, Commander, Catholic War Veterans
Mr. Gerald Hawk, Vice-Chairman, 

Mr. Robert Gray, President, Military Officers Association of America
Mr. Raymond Greene, Commander, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Harold Genneria, Commissioner Emeritus

· Others Present:

MG Wesley E. Craig - The Adjutant General

BG Carrelli - Deputy Adjutant General - Air

Mr. Jonathan Eckman - Coatesville VA Medical Center
Mr. Andrew Ruscavage - DMVA- VA

Mr. Rick Hamp – DMVA-VA

Mr. Brian Natali - DMVA-VA

Ms. Joan Nissley – DMVA-PAO

Mr. Tom Cherry – DMVA-PAO

Ms. Sue Kenney – DMVA-VA
Mr. Alan Abramson - JWV

Mr. Nicholas M. Taylor – CWV
Ms. Jennifer L. Epstein – New York Life 

Mr. Tim Cleveland - Tioga County Director 

Mr. Bob Schleiden - ROA

Ms. Colleen Washinger - Dauphin County VA

Mr. Hank Fiola - MCL

Ms. Nicole Reigelman - Office of PA Attorney General
Ms. Brenda Zechman – Schuylkill County VA 
Mr. Henry Desrosiers – Carbon County VA
Mr. Anthony DiFrancesco, Dauphin County VA

Ms. Belinda Albright – Northumberland County Director – VA

Mr. Frank Homme - DAV

Mr. Kenneth Walters – KPVA
Mr. Joe Spielbauer - PMCPC

Ms. Mary VanArsdale - AMVETS
Mr. Dave Johnston - VVA

Mr. Rich Hudzinski - VVA, LVMAC

Mr. Charles Jackson, MOPH

Mr. Dave Cummiskey – USDOL-VETS
Mr. Bruce Foster – AL

Ms. Katie Johnson – TAA
Mr. Andrew Charpentier - TAA

The minutes of this meeting are respectfully submitted by:

                                                                     
                                                                       Jerry G. Beck, Jr. 

Brigadier General, USA, Retired 

Deputy Adjutant General 

   for Veterans’ Affairs
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