Spinal Cord Injury Advisory Council Meeting

MA Department of Public Health (DPH)
Virtual Open Meeting via Microsoft Teams

Thursday, April 2, 2026, 4 p.m. – 5 p.m.
 
Members attending remotely: Dr. Ruby, Dr. Ron Riesenburger, David Estrada
Others attending remotely: Bob Smith, Dr. Jayde Nail, Kelley Cunningham, Alexandria Papadimoulis, Thomas Smith, Molly Sebo, Ryan DeRoche
 
I. Welcome and Introductions
· Dr. Ruby opened the meeting at 4:02 p.m. by welcoming members in attendance. He reviewed the agenda, open meeting law, and Kelley facilitated the review and acceptance of the February 5, 2026, SCI Advisory minutes.

II. Thomas P. Kennedy Trust Fund: Status and RFR Preparations 
· Kelley shared that the Thomas P. Kennedy Trust Fund is supported by a $50 fee for individuals seeking to reinstate their licenses following a suspension. Funds are collected by the Register of Motor Vehicles and are transferred to the State Tresure to be deposited into the Trust Fund. As of this meeting, the Trust Fund currently holds just under $2.4 million and typically averages around $800,000 annually.
· Dr. Ruby suggested reviewing previous RFRs and modifying the ask to researchers rather than drafting new materials. Kelly shared that DPH plans to move forward with the RFR but is facing capacity challenges, including an ongoing hiring freeze that has prevented the Injury Prevention and Control Program from bringing on a Program Director that would oversee the SCI work. As a result, DPH received permission to bring on a consultant to serve as a Project Manager, taking on an administrative responsibilities currently held by Alexandria, including the meeting notes, minutes, agenda, and serving as a point of contact or SCI awareness day. 
· The Board discussed whether Trust Fund dollars should be used to cover the cost of a Project Manager. Dr. Ruby and David expressed that funds should be directed toward research, while Dr. Riesenburger acknowledged it would not be ideal, but noted it was better than delaying the process of getting funds to researchers. Kelley assured the Board that the Trust Fund has grown enough to cover the additional cost without reducing the amount allocated to researchers. She shared that the average hourly rate for a consultant range from $150 to $200, with more hours anticipated during a procurement year and few after. Dr. Ruby suggested the possibility of bringing on a volunteer, potentially from an organization on the call, to support the work. Kelley clarified that this would not be possible, as any individual brought on as a consultant or volunteer would need to come from an approved list through an RFQ process, given the role would have access to DPH systems and databases. 
· A member in attendance raised the question of whether the Trust Fud was structured as a standard interest-bearing account and whether consultant costs could be covered by interest rather than principal. Kelley said she would take the question back to the Executive Office of Administration and Finance and explore whether a member of the team could attend a future meeting to provide more insight. Dr. Ruby asked Bob Smith to provide a legislative perspective, and Bob noted that paying a reviewer would be safer if done through a legislative change, and that DPH is on the right track in terms of how the RFR and RFQ process is being handled. Following this discussion, the Board agreed to revisit Project Manager discussion at a later date.

III. Thomas P. Kennedy Trust Fund Statue: Potential Modifications and Conflicts of Interest
· Although Dr. Riesenburger departed the meeting early, the remaining board members maintained quorum and proceeded with the remaining agenda items.
· Dr. Ruby opened the discussion around potential modifications to the RFR, suggesting updates to the language to reflect current priorities, including broadening the scope to include both acute and chronic injuries as well as clinical applications and bench sciences, noting that these changes would not need legislative approval. 
· The Board discussed the possibility of expanding board membership from the three to five members. Dr. Ruby noted that while quorum in meeting logistics become more challenging with a larger Advisory Board, expanding may still be best route to bring on additional expertise. Kelley clarified that members affiliated with certain hospitals would need to recuse themselves from reviews, making expansion a conflict of interest consideration. Bob confirmed that any change to the number of physicians on the board would require a legislative change, and that pursuing both paying reviewers and expanding the board would be safer if done through legislation. 
· The group also discussed legislative strategies to increase funding to the Thomas P. Kennedy Trust Fund. Dr. Ruby noted that conversations with the House and Senate are ongoing, while acknowledging that it is not an ideal time to make asks of the legislature. Bob noted that while legislative appropriation is not out of the question, a strong argument would need to be made, particularly around the fact that Massachusetts is no longer competitive with states like New York and New Jersey. Dr. Ruby asked Bob to create a proposal outlining the changes the Board would like to see made: expanding the Advisory Board to five members, providing $1,000 compensation for out-of-state reviewers, and increasing the Trust Fund to make it competitive again. Bob shared that the best strategy would be to build the language into existing legislation and raise the possibility of tapping into the recurring revenue stream through the Fair Share Amendment, which could potentially direct $2 million annually to the fund. 
· Following the discussion and with the remaining time, Dr. Ruby and David agreed that a follow up meeting would be needed to revisit the Project Manager consultant decision and any additional information the Executive Office of Administration and Finance might have regarding the Trust Fund. Dr. Ruby also reminded the group that conflict of interest disclosures are required every two years.

IV. Closing Remarks
· The meeting concluded at 4:56 p.m. Dr. Ruby thanked the members for their participation in the Spinal Cord Injury Advisory Board Meeting and noted that another meeting would be scheduled within the next two months. Members were reminded of the Open Meeting Law requirements and that if there are any questions or concerns, to please directly respond via e-mail to Kelley Cunningham at Kelley.Cunningham@mass.gov. 

