Spinal Cord Injury Advisory Board 
 
MA Department of Public Health (DPH)
Virtual Open Meeting via Microsoft Teams 

Thursday, February 6, 2025, 1 p.m. – 4 p.m.

Meeting Minutes
  
Members Attending Remotely: Dr. Eric Ruby, Dr. Ron Riesenburger, and David Estrada
Others Attending Remotely: Julia Lane and Alexandria Papadimoulis

I. Welcome and Introductions
· Julia opened the meeting at 1:00 p.m. by welcoming members in attendance. She reviewed the agenda and facilitated the review and acceptance of prior meeting minutes, including those from June 9, 2023, January 16, 2019, December 12, 2018, November 28, 2018, and March 21, 2018. During the meeting, David and Dr. Riesenburger approved of the meeting minutes, while Dr. Ruby, facing technical difficulties, stated he would review and confirm his approval by email.
· Julia reviewed the open meeting law requirement, and informed participants that this meeting had been posted 48 hours in advance through the Department of Public Health’s Open Meeting Notices webpage under the “Spinal Cord Injury Advisory Board.”
· Dr. Ruby provided a brief history and background, noting that the initiative began in 2004 when Senator Pacheco and other sponsors established the bill for Spinal Cord Injury (SCI) Awareness Day and the Trust Fund. The law was later updated by Senator Pacheco following a period of lost funding. Dr. Ruby shared that the Trust currently funds five researchers in the Boston area who continue to advocate for additional support.

II. Thomas P. Kennedy Spinal Cord Injury Trust Fund Funding and Status
· Julia reviewed the fund’s financial standing and noted that a more detailed update will be available by the end of June 2025. Contracts for FY27 are expected to begin in July, pending final revenue numbers when the current fiscal year closes.
· Dr. Ruby explained that current contracts typically span two to three years, depending on available funding. He emphasized the importance of keeping researchers engaged rather than delaying communication until funds are secured, as prolonged waiting risks discouraging participation. Dr. Ruby recommended sending invitations promptly to outline available funds and anticipated increases.
· Dr. Riesenburger asked whether researchers received all promised funds. Julia clarified that contracts end annually. Dr. Ruby added that this reset process creates delays and administrative challenges that hinder progress. He emphasized maintaining continuity to avoid starting from scratch each funding cycle.

III. Organizational Plan for New Contracts
· Julia described challenges in securing qualified reviewers, noting that the Department of Public Health (DPH) does not maintain a pool of SCI grant reviewers, making contract management difficult to manage. Dr. Ruby suggested using templates from previous grant cycles to streamline the process rather than reinventing the approach. Julia added that the team is still in the planning stage and will develop sample application questions while addressing potential conflicts of interest.
· Dr. Ruby proposed distributing the grant applications broadly and having external reviewers from states such as New Jersey, Florida, and New York score submissions before returning recommendations to the board. He noted possible conflicts for Massachusetts-based board members, such as those affiliated with Spaulding or Tufts. Julia mentioned that the State Ethics Commission can provide guidance on managing conflicts.
· The group discussed the structure of the Request for Information (RFI) forms. Dr. Ruby recommended including clear, concise questions focusing on project goals, impact on SCI understanding, and budget requirements. Dr. Riesenburger emphasized including applicant cover letters and records of prior grant work, while acknowledging the long gap since the last review cycle may require identifying new reviewers.
· Dr. Ruby noted that reviewers had historically volunteered their time and suggested exploring options to compensate them through Trust Fund allocations. Julia stated she would seek clarification from leadership on using funds for this purpose. With Senator Pacheco now retired, Dr. Ruby raised the need to identify a new legislative contact. The board agreed to consult legal counsel regarding appropriate methods for reviewer compensation.
· Dr. Ruby also asked David to share his perspective on desired research outcomes. David referenced newer models from other states’ SCI trust funds and agreed to research their review processes. Ruby reiterated that the fund’s goal aligns with improving quality of life and functional recovery for those with spinal cord injuries. The group discussed balancing focus between chronic and acute injury research while ensuring alignment with DPH’s prevention priorities. Julia added that DPH is exploring community-based initiatives such as fall prevention and equipment grants.

IV. RFI Questions for Application
· Julia reviewed a slide summarizing ideas for refining the RFI. Dr. Ruby emphasized the importance of equity, noting his background in diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) and recommending that researcher demographics remain anonymous during the review process to maintain fairness. Julia agreed that this principle should be incorporated into the application process.
· Dr. Ruby proposed sending thank-you letters to past researchers to maintain engagement, clarifying that the communication would be focused on appreciation. Dr. Riesenburger and David cautioned against any appearance of favoritism, and Julia agreed to confirm appropriate communication protocols with DPH leadership.
· The group discussed next steps for determining the Trust Fund’s current balance, exploring legal options for reviewer compensation, and identifying new legislative partners following Senator Pacheco’s retirement. David offered to leverage his advocacy connections to find potential allies, while Julia reminded the board that DPH must remain neutral.
· The board agreed to reconvene to provide updates on funding, grant reviewers, and legal clarifications.

V. Reviewers for Applications
· Due to time constraints, this agenda item was not discussed during the meeting.

Meeting concluded at 1:58 p.m.
