Spinal Cord Injury Advisory Council Meeting

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

Thursday, February 5, 2026, 4 p.m. – 5 p.m.
 
Members Attending Remotely: Dr. Eric Ruby and David Estrada 
Others Attending Remotely: Bob Smith, Thomas Smith, Kelley Cunningham, and Alexandria Papadimoulis 

I. Welcome and Introductions
· Dr. Ruby opened the meeting by welcoming members in attendance. He reviewed the agenda, open meeting law, and facilitated the review and acceptance of the October 23, 2025 SCI Advisory minutes. He also noted that a comparative report on SCI funding across all 50 states showed that Massachusetts is behind, with many states investing $1 million or more annually. He emphasized that this data will be important when making the case for increased funding moving forward.

II. Thomas P. Kennedy SCI Trust Fund: Status, Applications, and Oversight
· Kelley provided an update on the Trust Fund, reporting a current balance of just under $2.4 million, and outlined the status of the application process. She noted that the next steps are to initiate the procurement process and develop a clear timeline, with the goal of releasing the Request for Response (RFR) in late spring. The group discussed using the prior RFR as a foundation and updating the language to reflect current priorities, including broadening the scope to include both acute and chronic injuries, as well as basic science and clinical trials. Kelley highlighted that the Department of Public Health (DPH) is still exploring whether the Trust Fund can support the cost of researchers who review the RFR as the current statue is specific in how Trust Fund can be used. 
· The group discussed the role of DPH in managing the Trust Fund. Kelley acknowledged that DPH’s limitations are not only a matter of staff capacity, but also one of expertise, as research grant oversight requires a level of scientific review that the current team is not in a position to provide. Although DPH manages the contract and processes invoices, Dr. Ruby noted that when the original grants were awarded, researchers would provide updates every six months on how the funds were utilized and suggested that this could potentially be directed to the out-of-state reviewers who scored the applications. 
· David reviewed An Act Relative to the Thomas P. Kennedy Spinal Cord Injury Trust Fund with the members in attendance and offered his interpretation that under the statue, the Commissioner of Public Health should be present and directing the advisory board meetings. Kelley clarified that while it is common for this responsibility to sit with the Commissioner, duties are typically delegated to a program within DPH to oversee. David continued the discussion around the need to update the RFR. Dr. Ruby shared the proposed revisions to the statute that he and Bob Smith had collaborated on, covering payment of out of state reviewers, expanding the scope to include medical cure and clinical trials in acute and chronic injury research for spinal cord injury persons, and formalizing the advisory board at three physicians and two members of the spinal cord injury community. Kelley expressed support for the proposed revisions, particularly the expanded purpose of paying reviewers and expanding the board and pointed out that similar programs in other states are not always housed within a health department, prompting the question of whether DPH is the right fit. Dr. Ruby expressed that keeping the SCI oversight within DPH is the right approach given the department’s access to relevant data.

III. Thomas P. Kennedy SCI Trust Fund: Potential Modifications and Increase Funding Strategies 
· David moved to amend the current statue in line with the proposed language and Dr. Ruby second the motion, noting that this reflects the board’s desire to move forward. Tom shared that he has an upcoming event at the State House and would use this as an opportunity to connect with his contacts and identify legislators who can help carry this work forward. Kelley shared from her experience that amending a statue is a lengthy process and is unlikely to happen between now and May. Dr. Ruby agreed and emphasized the importance of exploring multiple funding streams, including Mass Life Sciences, the Millionaires Tax, private funding, or potentially securing a commitment from the Governor.
· Building on the discussion, Dr. Ruby highlighted that at the State House event, Tom will be discussing the Look Up Line, providing another avenue to gather broader support for the cause. Tom provided the members in attendance with a brief overview of the initiative, explaining that the Look Up Line uses visual cues along the boards of ice hockey rinks to encourage players to keep their heads up when making contact, with a goal of reducing the risk of spinal cord injuries. The initiative has expanded to over 700 rinks, with the Thomas E. Smith Foundation collaborating with doctors over the past two years on behavioral science behind encouraging athletes to pick up their heads, with a coal of incorporating it into the coaching curriculum. 
· Dr. Ruby expressed his support for the Look Up Line initiative and redirected the conversation back to legislative parameters, emphasizing the need to move forward with the proposed changes. David built on this, noting that the existing language may provide enough leeway to broaden the scope of the RFR, referencing a clinical study of recovery that does not strictly fall under bench science as an example of research that could be included. Dr. Ruby agreed, emphasizing that the scope should reflect both bench and practical science and that given the expanded review process, researchers should be compensated for their time and effort. David echoed this view, and with time running short, opened the floor for additional comments. 

IV. Closing Remarks
· As the meeting concluded, 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. 

Meeting concluded at 4:59 p.m.
