PENNSYLVANIA STATE VETERANS’ COMMISSION MEETING

ARROWHEADS COMMUNITY CLUB

FORT INDIANTOWN GAP

ANNVILLE, PA  17003-5002
Friday, February 6, 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.  The commission called for a moment of silence in remembrance of Sue Kenney and offered prayer for her family.
3. INTRODUCTION OF THE ACTING ADJUTANT GENERAL: BG Beck introduced Acting Adjutant General James R. Joseph.  General Beck highlighted General Joseph’s career prior to his current position as 52nd Adjutant General.
4. INTRODUCTION OF DISTINGUISHED GUESTS: Chairman John Brenner introduced Mr. Nate Silcox, Executive Director Senate Veterans Affairs Emergency Preparedness Committee and Mr. Ron Jumper, Executive Director Senate Veterans Affairs Emergency Preparedness Committee.
5. COMMISSION INTRODUCTION: Commission members introduced themselves and their guests in attendance. 
6. OATH OF OFFICE: BG Beck administered the Oath of Office to Gerald Hawk, Vice President of the State Veterans Commission

7. ARMY NATIONAL GUARD UPDATE: COL Ferraro DAG Pennsylvania Army National Guard provided an update briefing on the following topics:
· 94 soldiers mobilized

· Units in Kuwait, Afghanistan, and Iraq, platoon of soldiers in Romania, 9 soldiers down on the southwest border supporting customs and immigration officials
· In May we will be sending approximately 25 more soldiers to Afghanistan
· Still getting calls in support of contingency operation overseas:
· 3 helicopter MEDEVAC units to go to Kuwait

· Contingency contracting team to deploy to Iraq – approximately 5 soldiers

· Continue to conduct numerous training events in the United States, Midwest, and overseas in Lithuania and Germany through the State Partnership Program
8. AIR NATIONAL GUARD UPDATE: BG Carrelli DAG Pennsylvania Air National Guard provided an update briefing on the following topics:

· 2014 PaANG Rollup – deployed 1037 airmen to 21 countries
· 25% of force here basically deployed in 2014

· Firefighters from Pittsburgh Unit will be returning soon, 211th Engineering Installation Squadron still in Afghanistan until spring, Air Operations Squadron doing command and control in response to Syria, Iraq – ISIL situation

· 3 Aviation Packages in response to increase operations as well
· Pittsburgh Unit going out to Guam in about 2 weeks, out of cycle to cover tanker forces

· Out of cycle in response to the increased ops tempo going on in Central Command to deal with the ISIL situation
· Track “Deploy to Dwell”: Air Guard Deploy to Dwell number is 1 to 5 – 1 year deployed and 5 years back in garrison
· Previous Deploy to Dwell numbers were about 1 to 3 ½, 1 to 4.

· RPA Units, Horsham, Special Operations Unit, Harrisburg, and Tanker Unit, Pittsburgh, all high command systems will go back to 1 to 5 this year or slightly lower as we continue to ramp up in response to the SENTAF area of responsibility
· No shortage of need, we will continue to deploy at a high tempo to support our Federal mission

· As of February 6, 2015, 151 are deployed overseas

9. MyVA REGION 1 UPDATE: Mr. William Mills, Director of the Altoona VA Medical Center, provided an update briefing on VISN4/MyVA Region 1
· Leadership Update:
· Erie: In need of a new Chief of Staff
· Pittsburgh: Director and Deputy Director position are currently being recruited.
· Dr. MacPherson, Medical Officer for VISN, acting Director at Pittsburgh Medical Center

· Barb Forsha, Quality Manager for VISN, acting Deputy Director at Pittsburgh Medical Center

· Mr. Devansky returned to Coatesville December 2014 as Medical Center Director
· Carla Sivek, Deputy Network Director, currently serving as the interim
· Mr. James Baker, Chief Financial Officer, will be serving as the Deputy Network Director – while searching for replacement

· Due to vacancies within the Network, VISN staff has been sent to various hospitals to assist

· Workload Update:
· 1st quarter FY15 - 210,454 unique Veterans that were treated

· 907,587 outpatient visits

· 2014 added Homeless Services and improved outreach efforts
· Resulted in serving 16,008 homeless Veterans

· Increase of 156% since 2009

· 2014 in VISN4 Network 2,568 Veterans were permanently housed
· In March of 2014 the VA launched the 25 Cities initiative in partnership with Department of Housing and Urban Development, the US Interagency Council on Homelessness, and local community partners
· Aims to assist communities with high concentrations of homeless Veterans in intensifying and integrating their local efforts to end Veteran Homelessness

· Helped house 10,096 homeless Veterans and non-veterans
· Philadelphia is one of the 25 cities

· Find out more about the 25 Cities Initiative at www.25cities.com
· Mary Walker House in Coatesville celebrating 10th anniversary

· Transitional residence for female Veterans in need

· Employment help, financial planning, assist with educational opportunities

· Around the Network:

· Philadelphia and Lebanon VA’s open new facilities this year

· Altoona VA opened 2 new CBOC in Huntingdon and Indiana

· March 3rd move into new CBOC facilities at State College
· General Beck asked, “Is [State College CBOC] in the same location?”  Mr. Mills stated that it is not in the same location.  It is located near the Nittany Mall. 
· Choice Program:
· All veterans should have received their Choice card in the mail within the last several weeks.  Please remind all veterans to verify their eligibility before they use their card.  If the veteran has any questions they may visit the website at www.va.gov/opa/choiceact or call 1-866-606-8198
· Town Hall Meetings:
· Every facility holds a town hall meeting at least quarterly.  A schedule of town hall meetings can be found by visiting the website at www.visn4.pa.gov .

· Discussion:
· General Beck asked, “The realignment between the VISN’s and the region, is the VISN going to continue to exist or are the regions taking over, and therefore your directors will change?”  Mr. Mills stated that they do not know.  The way the alignment has been published, VISN4, as we know it, will stay intact.  General Beck clarified his question, “What is the role of the Director of Region 1 with the VISN Director in the region?”  Mr. Mills stated they did not know.  They think the Medical Center Directors will stay in place and the VISN Director may be under that individual.
· Mr. Kit Watson asked for an update on the partial closure of open VA Medical Center on February 5th due to the Norovirus.  Mr. Mills responded he believes it was due to the Norovirus, as a precautionary measure for the behavioral health unit.  He also believes it was limited to the behavioral health unit, but more information would not be available for a few days.
· Mr. Cyprian asked for an update on the new HHC building at the Butler VAMC.  Mr. Mills stated he did not know he would find out and report back.
10. REVIEW AND APPROVAL OF MEETING MINUTES: Minutes from the December 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.  The motion carried and the minutes were approved.
11. OLD BUSINESS:
· Legislative Update: Mr. Dusty Durand, Director of Legislative Affairs, provided a legislative update on HB 131 and HB 157.
· HB 131 introduced in 2014, allows residency for the use of the GI Bill, extends it beyond what the Choice Act does, includes chapter 35 / survivors and dependants.  That bill passed through the House unanimously, now in the Senate.  We will work with the Senate and the Department of Education; we would like to clarify the definition of a Veteran and characterization of service.

· HB 157 introduced in 2014, provides certain cases of licensing for military members and veterans who have military skills so that they can transfer those licensure to civilian employment.  It was replete with amendments, we were able to strip those amendments and it did pass the House and is now at the Senate.  It has been cleared of all amendments with the exception of one that clarifies the definition of a Veteran.
· State Veterans Homes Update: Mr. Andrew Ruscavage provided an update briefing on the following information:
· State Veterans Homes Occupancy Statistics:
· Total State Occupancy – 91%

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

· Licensure Updates:
· Gino J. Merli Veterans’ Center has been issued a Provisional II license until June 20, 2015.  A Plan of Correction has been developed and executed by GMVC management and staff.  GMVC will remain on a Provisional Licensure with a compliance date of June 20, 2015.  They believe DOH will come in for an inspection anytime after February 20, 2015.
· Southeastern Veterans’ Center, based on a Medicaid Recertification Compliance Survey completed on January 9, 2015, has been determined it is now in compliance and a regular license has been issued.
· Regulation Update:

· Mr. Ruscavage recapped 43 PA Code Chapter 7 – State Veterans Homes.  At the December 5, 2014 SVC Meeting motions were made to change the regulations.  A draft of the change has been provided prior to this SVC Meeting. 
· Veterans Waiting List:
· WWII – 61

· Korean – 36

· Other – 99

· Non-Vet – 96

· Mr. Ruscavage provided examples of Veterans who could be adversely affected by a priority status of WWII and Korean Veterans.  Previously they worked on a first come first serve basis.
· Section 7.11 Application for Admission, this regulation has been updated since 1985, it said in the regulation that an application had to be mailed.  (Implying through the Postal Service) Regulation has been changed so that any way the application gets to us, fax, email, walk-ins, postal mail, are acceptable forms of delivery.
· Section 7.14 Priority of Admission, subsection (a) states admission is in the order the application for admission was received by the Department of Military and Veterans Affairs.  The new draft puts subsection (b) under and lists certain categories.  (1) A recipient of the Medal of Honor and a bona fide resident of Pennsylvania at the time of application.  (2) An eligible applicant for admission who is a World War II or Korean War veteran shall have higher priority than any other veterans.
· Questions or Comments:
· Mrs. Jeannine Botta Guth commented that the decision to include WWII and Korean Veterans was discussed at length during the 5Dec14 SVC Meeting and questioned where the waiting list statistics were during that meeting.  If [Mr. Ruscavage] had concerns, they were not voiced at the previous SVC Meeting.  Mr. Ruscavage replied he did not have the statistics at that time.  General Beck responded that Mr. Ruscavage did voice related concerns in that he needed to get the figures together and analyze the data.  The vote was taken, and Mr. Ruscavage indicated that he would bring the figures to the next meeting.
· Chief Counsel Update: Mr. Michael Barrett briefed on the following legal update.

At the 5Dec14 SVC Meeting, Mr. Barrett talked about providing a summary of the differences between the old and new regulations.  It was not provided because the new regulation is a substantial rewrite, and is not a close similarity of the old regulation.  Current regulation has 19 or 20 provisions; the new regulation has about 58 provisions.

· Mr. John Getz stated he has seen many Vietnam, OEF/OIF Veterans that are in greater need than some WWII and Korean Veterans.  If we prioritize WWII and Korean Veterans, over all, we may have trouble.
· Mr. John Cyprian asked, “Is it [Mr. Ruscavage’s] recommendation to repeal the previous motion and keep the status quo.  Mr. Ruscavage responded that the first come, first serve basis has worked well for us. 

· Mr. John Cyprian made a motion to repeal priority status of World War II and Korean Veterans.  Mr. Michael Mescavage seconded the motion.
· Mr. Rich Hudinsky questioned, “Isn’t part of the issue concerning World War II and Korean Veterans an economic need?  Maybe prioritizing based on an economic criterion would be a better option.  Mr. Ruscavage responded one purpose of the regulation is to determine the maintenance fee.  Therefore, a Veteran that is in a better financial situation may have higher fees than a Veteran that is not.  Mr. Michael Barrett responded, “We do have a need based system for determining how much people actually pay.  That is made after the decision to admit someone into the State Veterans Home.  No one is turned away based on financial need.
· Mr. Michael Mescavage asked, “Is there any difference between a Non-Combat Veteran and a Combat Veteran?”  Mr. Barrett stated there is no difference.

· Mrs. Jeannine Botta Guth stated the reason for the change was that World War II and Korean Veterans were dying before being admitted into a home, because of their advanced age.

· Chairman John Brenner called for a vote to repeal priority status of World War II and Korean War Veterans.  The ayes carried and priority status was repealed.
· Mr. Barrett stated that, with regards to, the motion made, the draft section 7.14(b) currently has 5 paragraphs.  Paragraph one states priority for Medal of Honor recipients, will remain.  Paragraph two is the provision regarding priority status, which would come out of the regulation.  Paragraph three refers to readmission to the home, which will remain.  Paragraph four provides that the spouse of a Veteran resident who is already in the home would have the same priority as that Veteran, this is a new provision and will remain as it is in the composed draft.  Paragraph five refers to PA residency shall have a higher priority than non-resident, will remain.  Paragraph six refers to the alternative admissions program for special admission circumstances located in 7.13 without regard to date of application, which would not change.
· Major General James Joseph asked, “Are there any initiatives for additional bed space for dementia or skilled assistance.  Mr. Ruscavage stated they have a plan that was discussed with Major General Craig and within in the next eight years they are looking to expand on the State Veterans Homes and build one new State Veterans Home.  General Beck stated Erie, Hollidaysburg, and Southwest would be consolidating personal care.  Therefore three of the homes would have personal care bed space.  The other three homes have more need for skilled nursing.  They are looking to add more bed space to the Delaware Valley Veterans Home.
· Mr. Rich Hudinski made a motion to approve the changes to the Regulation.  Mr. Michael Mescavage seconded the motion.  Chairman John Brenner called for a vote.  The ayes carried and changes to the regulation were approved.
· Veterans Trust Fund Update: Mr. Rick Hamp provided the following Veterans Trust Fund status update.  The checkoffs and donations since the last meeting totaled about $176,000, SFY total was about $756,000, and our cumulative total since conception just over $1.6M.  Mr. Hamp reviewed the breakdown of income to the Veterans Trust Fund.  Veterans Temporary Assistance, since last meeting, put out about $95,000 to our Veterans; the SFY total was about $309,000.  This equates to about 210 Veterans that we have been able to help with the Veterans Temporary Assistance Program.
· Act 66 Summary: Mr. Rick Hamp briefed the following Act 66 update.  Year to date figures and Claims, Compensation, and Pension Summary is up to date.  Year to date recoveries is phenomenal, about $75,000,000, on par to exceed what was done last year.  He reviewed summaries by quarter for FY 13-14, and briefed the overall total was about $151,000,000 
· Outreach Update: Mr. Rick Hamp provided the following brief on Outreach engagements.  74 year to date outreach events supported, the outreach van was at 55 of those engagements, the outreach team interacted with 3,030 veterans, the outreach team completed referrals to County Directors and Service Organizations that totaled 901 referrals, the outreach team attended 31 Legislator sponsored events.
· 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

· Blind Veterans Pension Report

· Paralyzed Veterans Pension Report

· The effect of Act 180 of 2014, which gave a minimum disability rating of 40% for each of two extremities, has changed our average intake from 2½ claims per day to ½ a claim per day.
· Educational Gratuity Report

· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program Report

· A motion was made by Mr. Michael Mescavage to approve the reports as presented.  Mr. Gordon Sheriff seconded the motion.  The motion carried.

· Disabled Veterans’ Real Estate Tax Exemption Program – 5 Acre Rule:
· Mr. Brian Natali presented three 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 5 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.

· Military Family Assistance Program: Mr. Natali provided and update report on the Military Family Assistance Program – no vote required.
· Hall of Fame Nomination: A Southeastern Veterans Center Hall of Fame nomination for Father Donato Silveri was submitted to the commission for a vote.  Mr. Joseph Palaia made a motion to approve the nomination.  Mr. Michael Iacavazzi seconded the motion.  The motion carried and the nomination was approved.
12. NEW BUSINESS:
· Mr. Frank Mazza: Mr. Frank Mazza, Regional Manager, Central PA, Senator Toomey’s office took this opportunity to introduce himself and thank the commission members for their efforts.  He also wanted to offer his assistance as a resource to the State Veterans Commission.  You can reach Mr. Mazza at: Office (717) 782 – 3951, Work Mobile (717) 836 – 6129, or by email at frank_mazza@toomey.senate.gov .
· Mr. Rick Hamp: Mr. Hamp briefed on the following Veterans Advocacy Opportunities:
· Mental Health First Aid Certification Training Opportunity – presented in partnership with the Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services (OMHSAS).  Eight hour training session, certified as MHFA first responder, targeting anyone who may interact with a veteran.

· ASIST – Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training – Professional course, more in depth, to identify and assist veterans who may have suicidal ideations, sixteen hour course, target audience Bureau of Veterans Homes Professional Staff.
· 2015 Veterans’ Appreciation Day – A one day appreciation event for all Veterans of the Commonwealth, is tentatively scheduled for 26 September 2015, location FTIG.  To include: March for the Fallen, Gold Star Families Recognition, and Viet Nam War Veterans Commemoration.  We will be coordinating with sister agencies, have booths from all aspects of state government that provide benefits to Veterans, and inviting Federal VA Partners.  Rick Hamp and Chip Gilliland will be working with that committee and will report to the State Veterans Commission.
13. ADJUTANT GENERAL REMARKS: MG James Joseph informed the Commission of his dedication to the nearly 1 million veterans in the Commonwealth and his commitment to furthering our Veterans goals.  One initiative he would like our elected officials to give us is getting a marketing budget for reaching the Veterans.

14. GOOD OF THE ORDER / ANNOUNCEMENTS: 
· Vietnamese community may be planning an event at FTIG since most was housed here in 1975 when they first came over to this country.  A brief email will be forwarded to War Veterans Council with more information.

· Be on the lookout for Disabled Veterans National Foundation fraudulent mailings.

· Mrs. Jeannine Botta Guth recommended future teleconferencing capabilities to discuss at next State Veterans Commission meeting.
15. NEXT MEETING:
Friday, April 10, 2015 at 10:00AM

Arrowheads Community Club

Fort Indiantown Gap

Annville, PA 17003

16. ADJOURNMENT: The meeting was adjourned at 11:52AM.
17. ROLL CALL:
· Members Present:

Mr. John Brenner, Chairman, State Veterans Commission

Mr. Gerald Hawk, Vice Chairman, State Veterans Commission

Mr. Jeff Van Arsdale, Commander, AMVETS

Mr. Glenn Umberger, 

Mr. John Getz, Jr., State Adjutant, Veterans of Foreign War

Mr. Ray Greene, Commander, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Samuel Petrovich, Adjutant, Disabled American Veterans

Mr. Neil Appleby, President, Blinded Veterans Association

Mr. John Cyprian, President, State Association of County Directors

Mr. Robert Gray, President, Military Officers Association
Mr. Joseph Palaia, Designee for Commander, Catholic War Veterans

Mr. Rich Hudinsky, Designee for President, Vietnam Veterans of America

Mr. Kenneth Walters, Designee for Director, Keystone Paralyzed Veterans

Mrs. Jeannine Botta Guth, Member at Large

Mr. Dennis Haas, Commander, American Legion

Mr. Kit Watson, Adjutant, American Legion

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

Mr. Louis Abramson, Commander, Jewish War Veterans

Mr. Michael Iacavazzi, Commander, Italian American War Veterans

Mr. Gordon Sheriff, Designee for Commandant, Marine Corps League

· Members Absent:

Mr. Harold Gennaria, Commissioner Emeritus

Mr. Dominic Difrancesco, Member at Large

· Others Present:
MG James R. Joseph, Acting Adjutant General

BG, USA, (Retired) Jerry G. Beck, Secretary, State Veterans Commission

Mr. William Mills, Director, Altoona VAMC

Mr. Brian Natali – DMVA – VA
Mr. Roger L. Snook – Snyder County VA

Mr. William Mayer – VFW

Mr. Hank Fiola – MCL

Mr. Jeffrey White – VVA

Mrs. Colleen Washinger – Dauphin County VA

Mr. Henry Desrosiers – Carbon County VA

Mr. Carmen DeSanti – DAV

Mr. John Matukewicz – DAV

Mr. Anthony DiFrancesco – Dauphin County VA

Mr. Doug Etter – USDVA

Mr. Joseph Spielbauer – PMCEC

Mrs. Gloria Abramson – JWV

Mrs. Nicole Reigelman – Office of PA Attorney General

Mr. Nate Silcox – VAEP

Mr. Tim Cleveland – Tioga County Director VA

Mrs. Brenda Zechman – Schuylkill County VA

Mr. Charles Jackson – MOPH

Mr. Robert Cudworth – DAV

Mr. David Johnston – VVA
Mr. Michael Barrett – DMVA – CC

Mr. Ron Jumper – VAEP

Mr. Tom Minchin – MCL

Mr. David Cummiskey – USDOL – VETS

Mrs. Katie Johnson – TAA

Mr. Andy Charpentier – TAA

Mr. Frank Home – DAV

Mr. Danny Oster – AL

Mrs. Joan Nissley – DMVA – PAO

The minutes of this meeting are respectfully submitted by:

Jerry G. Beck, Jr.

Brigadier General, USA, Retired

Deputy Adjutant General
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