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Advisory Committee on Women Veterans – Committee Meeting Minutes

February 8-10, 2005


Department of Veterans Affairs 
Advisory Committee on Women Veterans
Committee Meeting Minutes

VA Central Office, 810 Vermont Avenue, NW

Washington, DC  20420

February 8-10, 2005
Advisory Committee Members Present:
	Chair 
	Vice-chair 

	Marsha Four, USA
	COL Kathleen A. Morrissey, NJARNG,  Retired

	
	

	SFC Gwen M. Diehl, USA, Retired
	COL Shirley Ann Quarles, USAR

	Cynthia Falzone, USA 
	CAPT Emily Sanford, USN, Retired

	Edward Hartman, USA 
	Winsome E. Sears, USMC 

	Jacqueline Morgan, COL, USAF, Retired 
	CMSgt Sara A. Sellers , USAF, Retired

	Carlene Narcho, USA 
	CMSgt Luc M. Shoals, ANG, Retired 

	
	


Advisory Committee Members Excused:
	Lorna Papke-Dupouy, USMC
	CDR Joan O’Connor, USNR, Retired


Ex-Officio Members Present:
Lily Fetzer, Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA), Director, Regional Office, San Diego, CA 

Pamela Langley, Department of Labor, Veterans’ Employment and Training Services (VETS)

Advisors Present:
Peggy McGee, Director, Communications Management Service, National Cemetery Administration

CDR Lucienne D. Nelson, Senior Policy Advisor, Department of Health and Human Services

Carole Turner, Director, Women Veterans Health Program, Veterans Health Administration (VHA)
VA Staff Present:

	Center for Women Veterans 
	Dr. Irene Trowell-Harris, Director 

Betty Moseley Brown, Associate Director
	Desiree Long

Rebecca Schiller

Beth Swickard

	Veterans Health Administration 
	Claudia J. DeWane, Deputy Field Director, WVHP, VISNs 1-5

Connie LaRosa, Deputy Field Director, WVHP, VISNs 10-15, 23
Debra Thilgen, Lead Women Veteran Program Manager, WVHP, VISN 23
	Meri Mallard, Deputy Field Director, WVHP, VISNs 6-9,

16-17

Sherri Bauch, Deputy Field Director, WVHP, VISNs 18-22



	Veterans Benefits 

Administration 
	Linda Piquet, Compensation and Pension Service
	


Guests:

Kessela Brown, The American Legion

Frederick Burns, Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States
Sara Estes Burns, Society for Women’s Health Research

Carol Cherich, The American Legion

David Kayal, The American Legion

Bonnie McKinney, The American Legion

Juanita Mullen, Center for Minority Veterans, Department of Veterans Affairs

Linda Lipson, Office of Research and Development, Department of Veterans Affairs

Kaylan Sweeney, Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS)
Tuesday, February 8

Discussion:
Meeting was called to order.  Items discussed included:

· Welcome and introduction of the members.
· Agenda for the February 8-10, 2005, meeting was reviewed and discussed.
· Minutes from the  October 19-20, 2004 meeting were approved as distributed.
· Secretary R. James Nicholson’s biography was distributed.  Secretary Nicholson was confirmed by the Senate on January 26, 2005.  This is his first meeting with the Advisory Committee on Women Veterans (Committee) and the first such meeting he attended since his confirmation.

Remarks:
The Honorable R. James Nicholson, Secretary of Veterans Affairs
· Introduction of the Committee members to the Secretary.

· Secretary gave brief remarks on his vision and the importance of continuing VA’s 

mission to provide the best possible care to veterans.

· Presentation of Certificates of Appointment to the new members and photographs with
Secretary Nicholson.

Update:
Veterans Health Administration, Art Hamerschlag, Chief of Staff
· Overview of VHA initiatives.

· Overview of the Seamless Transition Program and the new office that is being established to take over this initiative.  

· The Seamless Transition office is developing a new medical model to treat the severely injured veterans of Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF).  

· The Seamless Transition office is also looking at the ”new” family dynamic and ways to accommodate the families of injured OEF/OIF veterans.
· Outreach and counseling are now offered at the vet centers for family members.
· Wallet-sized cards, which contain information regarding readjustment counseling, are being distributed to returning service members.
· Discussion of the budget/policy proposals that the President submitted to Congress.  Overall, VA hopes to receive an increase in the upcoming appropriation, and there are some legislative proposals to assist VA with receiving additional funding.

Update:  Veterans Health Administration, Jill Manske, ACSW, LISW, Chief, Social Work Service, and Veterans Benefits Administration, Keith Hancock, Office of Policy and Programs
· Overview of the Seamless Transition Task Force.

· Accomplishments of the Task Force include: 

· Improved collaboration and coordination of services between VHA/VBA/Department of Defense (DoD). 
· 
Supported Benefits Delivery at Discharge (BDD), a program that allows service members to complete processing for VA benefits 90 days prior to discharge/retirement to ensure that they will receive benefits as soon as they obtain veteran status.
· Supported the Army Disabled Soldier Support System (DS-3) to provide severely disabled soldiers and their families with a system of advocacy and follow-up to provide support to assist them in the transition from military life to civilian live. 
· Assigned veterans claims representatives, social workers, and nurse case managers to the key Military Treatment Facilities (MTF) to counsel service members and prepare claims.

· Improved established data sharing initiative.

· Established both internet and intranet websites to disseminate information to VA employees and veterans on seamless transition initiatives.

· Supported readjustment counseling services (RCS) at all VA vet centers.

· Improved outreach to OEF/OIF active duty and veterans via increased Transition Assistance Program (TAP), and Disabled Transition Assistance Program (DTAP) briefings.

· Increased education efforts of VA employees regarding OEF/OIF veterans and their upcoming needs.

· Established various VHA and VBA Directives, Information Letters, and Handbooks that address healthcare, outreach, and benefits.
· Discussed process of referrals from MTFs to VHA and VBA staff. 

· Discussed newly established Seamless Transition Office and plans for the future.
Update:
Veterans Benefits Administration, Diane Fuller, Assistant Director, Veterans Services Staff, and Linda Piquet, Compensation and Pension Service

· Overview of the DoD 24/7 call center that was just established in connection with Seamless Transition.  The toll-free number is 1-888-774-1361.
· A full-time Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Services (VR&E) employee was just stationed at Walter Reed Army Medical Center to assist service members in applying for benefits and VR&E services.
· Discussion of benefits which are available to severely disabled service members before separation.

· Discussion on ways VBA is working to improve benefits delivery for women and homeless veterans.

· An initiative of the Compensation and Pension (C&P) Service is to increase partnerships with veteran service organizations (VSOs), and State Department of Veterans Affairs’ women veteran coordinators (WVC).  The National Association of State Directors of Veterans Affairs will hold their mid-winter conference March 22-23 here in Washington, DC.

· The Disability Compensation for Sexual or Personal Trauma Fact Sheet was translated into Spanish and is posted on C&P’s web site at http://www.vba.va.gov/bln/21/Milsvc/benfacts.htm.
· Judy Caden, Director, Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Service, produced a new video on Military Sexual Trauma (MST).  The video will be distributed to all 57 regional offices. 
· Linda Piquet is updating the C&P website to include an updated WVC listing, updating the letter sent to each VA regional office with the new description of the role of WVCs, and updates in the MST development guide.  Linda also participated in the production of a video for VR&E counselors targeting MST and sensitivity of job placement.

· VBA is reviewing the issue of consistency in ratings of claims.
Briefing:
Congressional and Legislative Affiars, Paul Hayden, Special Assistant, Office of Congressional and Legislative Affairs (OCLA)
· Overview of the legislative process.

· Discussion of legislative interests of the Committee.
· The 108th Congress passed the Veterans Health Programs Improvement Act (Public Law 108-422) which granted permanent authority for sexual trauma counseling and extended this authority to include those on active duty for training. 

· The Care for Newborns (VHA-14) was submitted to Office of Management and Budget (OMB) in the 109th Congress, but was not approved.  It has been resubmitted and is currently in the negotiation process with OMB.  OCLA staff is hopeful that it will be submitted to the Hill as part of a larger health care package in this spring.

· No action was taken in the 109th Congress to extend the reporting requirement for the Committee’s biennial report. 

· No bills have been introduced in the 109th Congress to grant members of the Cadet Nurse Corps veteran status.

Update:
Veterans Health Administration, Carole L. Turner, Director, VHA Women Veterans Health Program
· Discussion on updates to the WVHP.

· PL 108-422, Veterans Health Program Improvement Act, extends counseling military sexual trauma counseling to reservists/guard members as well as provides permanent authority to fund MST counseling.

· Discussion of the Women Veterans Health Program Integrated Business Plan.  The WVPM Orientation Module has been created as a self-directed training tool for WVPM.  There has also been a WVHP Tool Kit to assist each VISN women veteran’s health program.

· Discussion of the WVHP Information Technology: Women Veterans KLF Health Program Services and Financial Clinical Data Mart.
· Two committees have been created to look at issues as they relate to OIF/OEF veterans: Serious Mental Illness Committee and Women Veterans Mental Health Committee.

· Discussion of the OIF/OEF Female Veterans Report.  The report discusses the OIF/OEF female population as a whole, and it also looks at the population that has utilized VA healthcare.

Briefings:
Deputy Field Directors and Lead WVPM
· Each Deputy Field Director presented a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) analysis for each of their VISN’s.  Overall, it seems that each VISN is faced with the challenge of having inadequate space to provide services to women veterans, budgetary constraints, lack of support staff, and VISN support for the WVPM.  

· Debra Thilgen, Lead WVPM from VISN 23, also provided a SWOT analysis for VISN 23.  She discussed the duties of other WVPMs in her VISN. 
Wednesday, February 9
Discussion:

Meeting was called to order.  Items discussed included:

· Dates and location for the site visit and for the next Committee meeting.

· Suggestions for possible briefings for the next meeting.
Briefing:
VA Research on Women’s Health Issues, Shirley Meehan, M.B.A., PhD, Acting Director, Health Services Research and Development (HSR&D) 
· Overview of the VA Office of Research and Development’s (ORD) solicitation, funding process, and funding sources.
· ORD held a Women’s Health Research Agenda Setting Conference in November 2004.  The presentations are posted on the HSR&D’s website, http://www.hsrd.research.va.gov/.

· Overview of VA’s Women’s Health Research Agenda.  The VA Women’s Health Research Planning Group developed a “4 Step Action Plan.”
1. Appraise the VA research portfolio

2. Develop evidence based on the health and healthcare needs of women veterans 

3. Identify research priorities

4. Foster the enhancement of women’s health research in VA
· The VA Women’s Health Research Planning Group has developed a Strategic Plan Report on perceived barriers of conducting research.  The research portfolio from 2000-2003 was reviewed, and new priorities for research were established.

· Discussion of the 2004 Committee Report recommendations #11, 12, 14, and 15.
Briefing:
Women’s Research and Education Initiatives, Captain Lory Manning, USN, Retired

· Overview and history of the Women’s Research and Education Institute (WREI).

· Discussion of the veteran population changes from 1986 to 2003.  There are fewer veterans overall than in 1986, but there is an increase of women veterans.  Discussion of age and ethnicity of women veterans as of 2003.  The women veteran population is younger than the male veteran population.  The number of active duty women has increased by almost 5 percent since 1986.  The percentage of minority veterans has increased significantly since 1986 from 34.5 to 48.3 percent, while the percentage of Caucasian veterans has decreased from 65.5 to 51.6 percent.
· Discussion of the changes in law and policy as they relate to women in the military.

· Discussions of the occupations open to active duty women in each of the services.

Update:
National Cemetery Administration, Richard A. Wannemacher, Acting Under Secretary for Memorial Affairs
· General overview of the National Cemetery Administration (NCA).  NCA provides burial space for veterans and maintains
 the cemeteries as National shrines; administers the Federal grants program for construction and improvement of state veterans’ cemeteries; furnishes headstones and markers; and administers the Presidential Memorial Certificate Program.  NCA has 120 national cemeteries; in FY 2004 they performed 93,000 interments.  There are 5 Memorial Service Networks (MSNs).

· NCA is expanding six existing cemeteries and planning to build five new National cemeteries. 

· Overview of the State Cemetery Grants Program.  NCA has granted $215.4 million since 1980 for the establishment and improvement of state cemeteries.  There were six new state cemeteries opened in the past year with two more in construction.  

· Discussion of the ten most active National Cemeteries in FY 2004.

· Overview of basic eligibility for interment in a VA National Cemetery:

· Any member of the Armed Forces of the United States who dies on active duty.

· Any veteran who was discharged under conditions other than dishonorable.

· National Guard members and Reservists with 20 years of qualifying service, who are entitled to retired pay or would be entitled, if at least 60 years of age.

· Spouses and minor or dependent children.

· Discussion of Military Funeral Honors. Public Law 106-65 Section 578, “Defense and Military Construction Authorization Bill, FY 2000,” authorized DoD to provide military funeral honors for every veteran.
· NCA has established a National Training Center at Jefferson Barracks National Cemetery, in St. Louis, MO.  
· NCA received a 95 in customer satisfaction on the American Customer Satisfaction Index. 
 This rating is the highest received by any Federal Government Agency.

· Discussion of ACWV’s Recommendation #56.

Video and Discussion:
“An Iraqi Experience 2004”
· “An Iraqi Experience 2004” is an account of the experience of a woman veteran in Iraq who is also a VA employee.  
· Following the video, sub-committee Chairs were announced: Gwen Diehl will serve as the Benefits Chair and Dr. Shirley Quarles will serve as the Healthcare Chair.  

Update:
Center for Women Veterans, Betty Moseley Brown, Associate Director
· A brief introduction to the Committee was given.

· Overview of the Benefits Executive Council (BEC).
· An update on the proceedings of the 2004 National Summit on Women Veterans was given.  She also discussed recent meetings and presentations that she and Dr. Trowell-Harris had attended and/or provided remarks.  Also discussed were upcoming meetings planned for the Center for Women Veterans.

· Committee membership was discussed as well as personnel issues within the Center for Women Veterans.

Thursday, February 10, 2005
Briefing (Conference Call):
Northeast Program Evaluation Center (NEPEC), Rani A. Desai, PhD., M.P.H., Associate Director 
· Discussion of the 2001 National Survey of Veterans, disparity between gender and ethnicity and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  
· Discussion of the VISNs with the highest/lowest rates of PTSD in minority women veterans.
· Overview of homeless female veterans and services VA and communities provide, including outreach, case management, and residential treatment.
· Discussion of VA’s Homeless Women Veterans Program (HWVP) and its services.  The goals are to:
1. Provide outreach to the community to identify female veterans who are homeless or at a high risk of becoming homeless.

2. Provide case management for these female veterans’ medical and physical needs.

3. Provide assistance in navigating VA and social welfare systems.

4. Provide contract residential treatment for female veterans who are in need of treatment.
·  Overview of the Northeast Program Evaluation Center (NEPEC) role in evaluating the HWVP.  NEPEC evaluates caseloads, services provided, residential treatment provided, and length of stay in the HWVP.  A final report by NEPEC is being compiled and will be published in November 2005.
· Upon completing the evaluation of the HWVP, there is evidence that there are sufficient numbers of female veterans in the community to justify gender-specific homeless services; there are shortages of residential treatment options for homeless women veterans, but those who do utilize a residential treatment facility have better outcomes than those lacking access to such a program. 
· The HWVP is expanding; five community providers were funded to expand their services to better meet the needs of homeless female veterans.  There are also many programs that are expanding services to treat MST.
Update:
Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services (DACOWITS), CPT Kimberly J. Venable, USA
· Brief overview of DACOWITS and its mission.

· DACOWITS reviewed three 
key issues that were investigated in FY ’04:  personnel retention, deployment, and sexual assault.  Committee members evaluated 14 military installations and conducted over 70 focus groups.  
· Discussion of Findings and Recommendations:

Retention Issues

Loss of personnel eligible to be retained

Factors contributing to loss of eligible personnel

Policies and programs to increase retention among eligible personnel
Deployment Issues

Preparedness

Impact on children (childcare)

Communication and support programs

Return, reunion, and readjustment

Sexual Assault Issues

Definition

Education

Protocol

· 
Major concerns included the challenges of balancing military and family life and managing the frequency, duration, and uncertainty of deployment and the effects on their families.  The full annual report can be found at http://www.dtic.mil/dacowits/tablereports2004_subpage.html.
· Topic areas to be highlighted in FY ’05 are: Work/Life Balance and Career; Work/Life Balance and Family Well-Being; and Work/Life Balance and Unique Guard and Reserve Issues.

Briefing:
Homeless Programs, Pete Dougherty, Director of VA Homeless Programs 

· Overview of the homeless programs and how they are funded.

· Notice of Funding Availability submitted.

Target programs in Puerto Rico, as well as other states without programs for women veterans

Four categories of special needs grants to address those populations that are not normally funded

Request for Proposals (RFP) went out for up to seven new domiciliary facilities.  

· Discussion of states that have been targeted in the past and those that will be targeted in the future for grants and expansion of existing programs.

· The RFP was advertised via the Homeless Veterans Coordinators in each state, press releases, the Federal Register, VSOs, and service providers.

Discussion:
Tom Bowman, Deputy Chief of Staff

Brief discussion of key issues related to women veterans.
Briefing:
National Veterans Employment Program, Willie Hensley, Director, Office of Marketing and Veterans Outreach Services, Greg Alleyne, Human Resources Specialist

· Program’s mission is to provide assistance to veterans seeking employment and to educate veterans and hiring officials on veterans’ preference statutes and other hiring flexibilities that may be used to hire veterans.
Program strategies include outreach, education, and marketing (internally and externally).  A new website has been developed to market VA as an employer of choice at http://www.va.gov/vajobs.
Closing: 

· Discussion of the site visit, June 19-25, 2005, in East Orange and Lyons, NJ.  

· Committee members were asked to forward possible briefing topics for November 2005 meeting to Rebecca Schiller and Marsha Four.

· Committee members asked to forward any follow-up questions for any briefers to Marsha Four and Rebecca Schiller.

· Meeting adjourned. 
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