
Statewide Veterans’ Home Council Meeting

A meeting of the Statewide Veterans’ Home Council was held on Tuesday, January 16, 2024, by the Executive Office of Veterans Services.  

Call to order and member roll call, Chairman Robert Engell called the meeting to order at 11:00am.  The roll call vote included the following Council members:

Remote Participation Council Attendees:  

Mark Bigda  		Present 
Louis Chow 		Present 
Sean Collins 		Present
Ziven Drake		Present 
Mike Dunford 	Present 
Tony Francis 		Not Present 
Janet Hale		Late
Michael Jefferson 	Present 
Kevin Jourdain 	Not Present
Gary Keefe 		Present 
Jill Landis 		Present 
Tom Lyons 		Present 
Isaac Mass 		Present 
Ira Novoselsky	Present 
Carmen Ostrander 	Not Present 
Jonathan Olshaker	Present 
Kurt Power		Not Present 
Dawn Slaven		Present 
Robert Engell		Present 

Also in attendance:  Matt Deacon (EOVS), Shereda Grosett (CHE), Pat Lyons (CHE), Kerry Lubin (EOVS), Syreeta Wiggins (CHE) Kinga Barondy, Brett Walker (HLY), Melanie Acobe (HLY), John Couillard (CHE), James Cowdell (EOVS), Ernestina Sirignano (EOVS), Ruth Deras (CHE), Mike Lazo (HLY), Kate Sawyer (HLY), Diane Dietzan (HLY), Michael Lynch (HLY), Emily Moriarty (HLY), Kelly Jones (HLY), Deb Foley (HLY), Jeff Lenahan (HLY), Kristine Smith (EOVS), Mary J. Sorrell (HLY),
Marc Silvestri (CHE), Gina Bruno (EOVS), Kelly Jones (HLY), Ted Luis Jacques (IGO), Alta Grace (CHE)
Chairman Engell welcomed everyone and reminded everyone that the meeting is a public meeting and was being recorded.  

Chairman Engell introduced Dr. Jonathan Olshaker.  Dr. Olshaker is replacing outgoing council member Andrea Gail Bennett, who joined EOVS as the Deputy Secretary and as such stepped away from her role as council member.  Dr. Olshaker has been a practicing physician and academic for nearly two decades. Dr. Olshaker was chairman of the Department of Emergency Medicine at Boston Medical Center, the largest level 1 trauma center in New England, while also serving as a professor and chair of the Department of Emergency Medicine at the Boston University School of Medicine.  Dr. Olshaker is co-founder of the Boston Medical Center Injury Prevention Center and served on the board of directors for the Center and the Board of Boston Medical Centers Management Service organization insurance company and BMC Accountable Care organization. Dr. Olshaker is a veteran of the Navy and spent several years providing medical care at Naval Hospital Oakland, USS Niagara Falls and Naval Medical Center in San Diego.  Dr. Olshaker has a distinct honor of retiring from the military service as a captain of the United States Naval Reserve.

Dr. Olshaker stated that it was a pleasure and honor to be part of the council and that he was also was a member of the University of Maryland faculty and was the director of the Baltimore Veterans Affairs Medical Center for five years.  Dr. Olshaker stated that this added perspective on veteran’s care, the great things about it and its challenges. 

Chairman Engell mentioned that he would send Dr. Olshaker background on the other council.  

Chairman Engell provided an update and shared a few highlights from the past year.  Chairman Engell mentioned that the Governor’s Advisory Council of Veteran Services is a 25-member council which is tasked with informing the Governor about veterans’ issues and represents Massachusetts’ diverse veteran community.  The council will serve as the key advisory body to the Governor on all matters affecting veterans. The first meeting will take place on Friday, January 26th and will meet quarterly.  

EOVS launched the Advisory Committee on Women’s Veterans which includes 16 women from across the Commonwealth. It focuses on fostering, promoting, and advancing the interests of women veterans.   Their first meeting took place January 9th, and it will meet monthly. EOVS also established the Veterans Equality Review Board to ensure that veterans who received anything other than honorable discharge due to the Don't Ask, Don't Tell policy or due to their sexual orientation, gender identity or gender expression may still be eligible for state veteran services. 

In addition, Chairman Engell shared the news release that was being published, which is that the Chelsea Veteran's home will also be joined on the 29th with a new permanent Superintendent, Christine Beldini.  

Chairman Engell asked if there were any questions on the updates and introduction.  No questions were asked.  

Formal Business

Chairman Engell asked if anyone had a comment on/and recommendations for the approval the record of the Veteran’s Home Council meeting minutes which was held on June 27, 2023. 
Mr. Novoselsky motioned to approve and seconded by Mr. Lyons
Chairman Engell asked if there was any discussion.  No questions.  
Chairman Engell did a roll call to approve the minutes:

Mark Bigda 		Approved 
Louis Chow  		Approved
Sean Collins 		Approved
Ziven Drake 		Approved 
Mike Dunford 	Approved
Tony Francis 		Not available
Janet Hale 		Not Available
Michael Jefferson 	Approved
Kevin Jourdain 	Not Available
Gary Keefe 		Approved
Jill Landis 		Approved
Tom Lyons 		Approved
Isaac Mass 		Approve
Ira Novoselsky 	Approved
Carmen Ostrander 	Not Available
Jonathan Olshaker 	Approved
Kurt Power 		Not Available 
Dawn Slaven 		Approved
Robert Engell		Approved
The motion to approve the minutes was approved.
Chairman Engell mentioned next item on the agenda is to review and approve the minutes of the September 1, 2023, meeting. This meeting was a quick meeting that we had to review the recommendation from Chairman Lyons regarding the recommendation of Christine Baldini for Superintendent for Chelsea. 
Chairman Engell asked if we had a motion to approve. 
Ms. Hale motioned to approve and seconded by Ziven Drake.
Chairman Engell asked if there was any discussion.  There were no questions or discussion. 
Chairman Engell did a roll call:
Mark Bigda		Approved
Louis Chow 		Approved 
Sean Collins 		Approved 
Ziven Drake		Approved 
Michael Dunford	Approved 
Tony Francis 		Not Available
Janet Hale 		Not Available 
Michael Jefferson 	Approved 
Kevin Jourdain 	Not Available
Gary Keefe 		Approved
Jill Landis 		Approved
Tom Lyons 		Approved
Isaac Mass 		Approved
Ira Novoselsky 	Approved 
Carmen Ostrander 	Not Available 
Jonathan Olshaker 	Approved 
Kurt Power 	 	Not Available
Dawn Slaven 		Approved 
Robert Engell		Approved 
The motion to approve the minutes was approved.
Overview of two homes 
Chairman Engell discussed general information for both veterans homes and stated that this is not the annual report but once finalized they will be sending the annual report to the council members and then up to the Governor and to the legislature. Both homes are no longer doing mandatory testing for COVID-19 in accordance with the CDC and DPH standards.  
Chairman Engell shared that both Homes are maintaining daily screening, self-screening and assessments.  If anyone tests positive residents or staff, background testing will be conducted and do appropriate level of intervention.  In addition, continued communication with families going through a process to make sure that they are informed of any changes relative to PPE visitation protocols or testing.  Chairman Engell also mentioned that they are looking at evaluating changing the cadence with which they will be communicating information relative to COVID to be more consistent the Department of Public Health legislative sunsetting of Chapter 93 and with the changes in the QSO’s from CMS and that they will align themselves with both standards.   
Chairman Engell shared that the electronic medical record has executed a contract with WellSky Corporation.  They have completed the initial fact finding and discovery at both homes.  WellSky did a significant level of workflow analysis for each job category, and they are now circling back with each entity.  Each of the Homes worked on those workflows and make sure that they have developed education and training programs and plans, which we still need to receive from them as we move forward.  
Chairman Engell shared both Homes continue to work collaboratively in that process and similarly the homes are continuing to work collaboratively and increasingly with the with one another in areas such as policy.  They have started that process initially with infection prevention control protocols and you'll hear a report later as our education session talking about our quality management program, highlighting on the work being done in Holyoke.
Chairman Engell shared that another area of focus is standardizing and collaborating with one another across EOVS to ensure that we are providing excellence in care and increasing the level of professionalism at both homes.

Superintendent’s Report for Holyoke
Superintendent Michael Lazo reported that the Veterans Home at Holyoke is an older building first opened in 1952 and now they are building the new building.  Superintendent Lazo shared that they have 128 long term care beds and that the board is a five-member panel appointed by the governor and the new statute that went into effect last March allows us to select board members from throughout the Commonwealth where previously it was just the four Western counties.  
Superintendent Lazo shared from a certification standpoint that Holyoke is surveyed by the VA.  The certification is conducted around this time, and we are expecting them back soon.  The VA identified six deficiencies which were rapidly corrected and which we received provisional certification. The survey is a three-to-four-day survey.  Typically, in the past it had been a five-day survey because Holyoke had the domiciliary building, and that service has been closed in Holyoke.
Superintendent Lazo reminded everyone in addition, Holyoke is also accredited by the Joint Commission and received a three-year accreditation in June of 2022.     The Joint Commission will be expected back in the summer of 2025.  
Superintendent Lazo mentioned that the initial application for certification has been submitted to CMS certification and they have recommended it for the next step in the approval process.  It has been forwarded to the Mass Department of Public Health for their review and action.  
Superintendent Lazo shared that there are some issues with the current building, and they are working with the Department of Public Health to prepare for a survey.   
Superintendent Lazo shared that the resident care remains very strong, and Holyoke provides a great environment for veterans to experience a high quality of life.  There are many activities for veterans to participate in where they can increase their physical, emotional, social, and spiritual health.  These activities include small things like cards, board games, computer games, big things like bingo.  They have performing arts, exercise classes, various sports as well as outside activities like shopping trips and scenic tours.  
Superintendent Lazo thanked the local veterans’ organizations, local VFW, the legions and the Disabled American Veterans and other veteran groups that go to the home on a regular basis and support social activities and other games.  
Superintendent Lazo shared that the volunteer program continues to support veteran socialization.  He mentioned that they currently have approximately 20 active volunteers right now.  He also shared that they have a new volunteer coordinator.  
Superintendent Lazo reminded the council that Holyoke is in the process of building a new facility which will be 8 stories tall and will hold 234 veterans all within single rooms with private bathrooms.  Currently the population at Holyoke spans five eras.  The five different groups are:  13 veterans from World War II, 28 from Korea, 61 from Vietnam, one from Persian Gulf War, and seven from peacetime service.  We have 0 veterans from the War on Terror, Iraq and Afghanistan.  But as this group ages it is expected for this group to arrive in larger numbers. From an age standpoint from 90 years old and over we have 41 veterans; in the 80s we have 30 veterans; and in the 70’s we have 27.  We have 4 veterans between 6o and 69 for a total of 110 veterans as of September 30th. When these numbers were pulled together. 
Superintendent Lazo stated that domiciliary care program and facility closed about a year ago in the middle of 2022 in preparation for the new building.  Holyoke provides memory care services for veterans.     They have two secure units that these veterans reside in one unit is currently closed.  It has been acting as our COVID isolation unit, but now that our two South Unit, which has been refitted with negative pressure, will become our isolation unit.  We are looking forward to be opening One North again to bring 12 new veterans into the home.  
Superintendent Lazo mentioned that the facility does provide Hospice care.  The staff provide end of life care and emotional support to veterans and their families. 
Superintendent Lazo reminded the council that the home is funded through the general appropriations from the Commonwealth.  There are two smaller retained revenue accounts for fiscal year 24.  Our budget was $30 million, which is just under a 3% increase from 2023. $400,000 comes from retained revenue fund which comes from a license plate fund. 
Superintendent Lazo asked if anyone had any questions.  There were no questions.
Superintendent report for Chelsea 
Chairman Engell reported that the language changed as part of Chapter 144.  Before, the facilities were known as Soldiers’ homes, now we are the Massachusetts Veterans Home at Chelsea/at Holyoke.  
Chairman Engell shared that the Massachusetts Veterans Home at Chelsea has received DPH licensure for the full building as well as the CMS Certification that occurred as part of the opening of their new building. The original facility had 187 long-term care beds, of which only 88 were certified. Many of those were in large groupings of residents, which during the COVID pandemic had capital improvements to separate and create individualized spaces in improve air handling, but still weren't quite private rooms. The new building has capacity for 154 private rooms with both toilets and showers.  This is a huge improvement. In addition to the Department of Public Health initial licensure and the CMS certification, we also received the VA State Home Recognition Survey, and that survey was deficiency free and because of that, it has been entered into the process with the VA for an initial recognition letter that will be coming in the near future. 
Chairman Engell shared they are actively engaged in the process of moving veterans from the old facility to the new facility.  At this point, 22 residents are in the new facility, and in another week, approximately 20 more residents will move.  They will be moving the rest of the residents and fully occupying that building with our residents from the Quigley as soon as possible along with the staff. 
Chairman Engell shared that Chelsea has hired a new Superintendent.  
Chairman Engell stated that Chelsea had a VA survey of the entire campus approximately a year ago and at that time there were seven deficiencies identified in long term care and five in the domiciliary.  The recent VA survey, this time for long-term care, occurred as part of that initial recognition, and that was deficiency free, and we are expecting the domiciliary survey to come here sometime in January as well.
Chairman Engell shared that the Joint Commission accreditation is on a triannual calendar, and Chelsea was most recently surveyed in December of 2021 and received accreditation.  Chelsea services are the same as those in Holyoke with long Term care, Hospice, and a skilled nursing.  Chelsea is very appreciative to the Commonwealth for their support of our staffing which is higher than the staffing pattern in both Massachusetts and nationally.  We have many veteran activity programs and we also have  a number of Community based veteran organizations that both come on site in support of veteran programming.     
Chairman Engell shared that satisfaction survey process continues with ongoing surveys that are done of our resident families.  We continue with the high of our customer favorability here in Chelsea has been 93% for a rolling 12-month average, which is a bit higher than other veterans’ homes, which is at 90% achieving 4.46 positive scores out of five.  We are very pleased about this.  
Chairman Engell shared ongoing capital projects such as the EMR and the new CLC building was accomplished with the support from the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for its capital needs and also funding support from the VA.  
Chairman Engell mentioned two things about the domiciliary.  One is that they are finalizing a domiciliary kitchen renovation with support from the local board.  This renovation will provide continuity of food service after Quigley is closed and improve support for domiciliary residents.    This is projected to be completed in March 2024.  The Commonwealth has signed a redevelopment partnership with a company called Penrose for the domiciliary campus.    There are 11 buildings involved in the project.    Through this partnership Penrose will be rehabilitating all those spaces and transitioning them into independent affordable housing with 100% Veterans preference.
Chairman Engell stated that their population is like that of Holyoke, where in long term care, the highest percentage of the population is with Vietnam Veterans in long-term care at 62 residents and Korea 17 as the highest cohort in the long-term care and in the domiciliary it is 58 Vietnam era and 22 in Persian Gulf as the two highest cohorts represented in terms of our population.  We still have one long term care for one resident from World War II.  
Chairman Engell also mentioned that it is interesting to note that our veteran population in the domiciliary is about 10 years on average younger than in our long-term care facility.  In our domiciliary, 75% of our population is between 60 and 80, while in the long-term care it’s 66% that are between 70 and 90.  
Chairman Engell asked if anyone had any questions regarding the operations and status of both homes?  
Mr. Lyons added that Penrose has partnered with Soldier On to provide programs and services to our housing community on campus.
Chairman Engell added that each of them has been meeting with the residents in the town hall meetings.    The goal of the outreach is to meet with every resident veteran to do a need assessment and determine what their individual needs are and what services they are receiving to be able to best meet their needs going forward.  They have also been making presentations to the local Chelsea board on a quarterly basis.  
Chairman Engell asked if there were any other questions.  There were no questions or comments.  
General Counsel Update on Heroes Act
EOVS General Counsel Matt Deacon introduced himself.  
Mr. Deacon wanted to take an opportunity to provide a site picture of the Hero’s Act, a proposal that is making its way through the legislature.  He mentioned that EOVS worked very closely with internal external stakeholders, the governor's office, A&F Department of Revenue, the RMV and many VSOs and nonprofits to target some monumental changes that are needed with the statewide benefits program that EOVS administers.  In addition to what Robert and Michael shared on the Veterans’ homes as part of the EOVS Portfolio, there is a very robust statewide benefits program under Mass General Law, Chapter 115 which provides both needs based monetary and non-monetary support as well as annuity support to veterans who have been disabled.  

Mr. Deacon mentioned that there are about 10 proposals in the HERO Act, which can be categorized into three buckets:
1) Increasing Benefits
2) Showing a commitment to inclusivity 
3) Modernize our approach to Veterans Services

Mr. Deacon explained that under increasing benefits category, the first proposal is for the annuity that we pay to service-connected disabled veterans.  Right now, it is at $2000 a year and we are proposing an increase to $2500.  He also added that although it does not sound like a lot the last time this was updated was over 20 years ago.  
Mr. Deacon stated the next proposal was to allow veterans who lack other options to be reimbursed for behavioral health services. EOVS has a supplemental medical benefit program.  Currently in our regulations it does not all for behavioral health treatment.  We want to fix that. 
Mr. Deacon stated the next proposal increases a tax credit for employers who hire eligible veterans.  That is chronically unemployed veterans.  Right now, there is a tax credit on the books for $2,000.  We are increasing the credit to $2,500 to promote employment of veterans, especially the chronically unemployed veterans.  We are going to give municipalities the ability to increase property tax exemptions for veterans.  Right now there's a scheme in place where there are certain exemptions for veterans.  We have seen a lot of veterans, especially veterans that are aging in place and are what we call house poor, and they can’t keep up with repairs or needed expenses, but they have a house.  We want to make sure that they are not homeless, and they stay in place.  We want to help them with larger property tax exemptions.  We are also going to lengthen the time frame in which veterans and public service can have active-duty service time count towards their state retirement.  We will give veterans that become state employees a little bit more time to be able to buy back their active duty to go towards state employment.  This initiative will help not only veterans but will help state government by getting qualified veterans in state government and have their active-duty count toward their state retirement.  
Mr. Deacon stated the next category of proposals was a to commitment to inclusivity and greater representation. Perhaps one of the largest proposals is to broaden the definition of a veteran for eligibility to the Mass General Law, Chapter 115 benefit program to align with the federal definition of a veteran.  Right now, there is a state definition of a veteran that is somewhat restrictive.  We want to make sure that the veterans that really need our assistance can get it.  That means if a veteran meets the federal definition and they are getting helped by the VA, we feel that we should be helping them as well.  
Mr. Deacon stated the next proposal expands the scope of the recently stood up Veterans Equality Review Board.  Mr. Deacon mentioned that just recently, the board had their first meeting.  A veteran can go before the Equality Review Board and get their discharge reviewed and then potentially be eligible for state benefits. We want to expand that to include individuals who may have received less that desirable discharges because of race, ethnicity, religious creed, national origin.  We want to make sure that veterans have a place to go if they feel aggrieved and they need benefits, and we want to expand this so that they have options.  
Mr. Deacon stated the next proposal came about from a recently filed court case. This proposal establishes a two-year pilot program in invitro fertilization reimbursement to disabled same-sex women who have been denied IVF reimbursement by the VA solely because they are in a same sex marriage.  We saw an opportunity to help some folks and align our mission in the Commonwealth and what we want to do to help veterans.  We decided to be proactive.
Mr. Mass asked if those that were discharged for various reasons if they included those who were discharged for refusing medical treatment whether that was for Covid-19 vaccinations or other medical mandatory medical treatment if these were included in the legislation.  
Mr. Deacon replied that this was not explicitly in there, however if they were claiming a religious exemption then that could be looked at it.  But this was not something that we explicitly carved out.  
Mr. Deacon stated that the next category of proposals were to modernize Chapter 115 and Chapter 115A to include gender neutral and inclusive language, while removing antiquated references.  We want to be as helpful and inclusive as possible to veterans who need our assistance.   Many of our laws still refer to all veterans as “he” all spouses as “she” and we want to clean the language up. 
Mr. Deacon referenced a proposal for a public private working group to study the health effects of psychedelic treatment for veterans who suffer from physical or mental disorders relative to their service.  He explains that we want to be on the cutting edge of medical science.  We are looking to study treatments that are helpful for our veterans in need.  
Mr. Deacon next mentioned a proposal to provide a benefit to veterans who have the veteran designation license plate.  Right now, there is a cost to the veterans.  The veteran pays a renewal fee and that goes to a retained revenue account for the Veterans Homes.  Many other states waive fees for veterans with veterans’ plates.  We want to make a move to be in line with that and help veterans across the Commonwealth.  EOVS spoke to both Veterans Homes on how this proposal will impact their operations and taking everything into account we are trying to make the plates free to be in line with other states.  
Ms. Slaven asked about the government buy back for the retirement program and confirming that the buyback applies to any state employee who is a veteran and wants to buy back time and not limited to the veterans that moved to Massachusetts from another state and became state employees.
Mr. Deacon confirmed that this is correct. 
Mr. Jefferson clarifies that this proposal would be to increase the time during which a state or municipal employee can decide to purchase time and would not change the number of years that can be purchased.
Mr. Deacon confirmed that this is correct. 
Mr. Deacon mentioned that there will be committee hearings on the HERO Act going forward.  We are tracking this as it goes through, the legislature.  
Formal Education with Kristine Smith 
Kristine Smith (Director of Quality of EOVS) introduced Altagrace Metayer, who joined Chelsea as a consultant as of August 2023 and then officially came on board as a Quality Nurse Manager in December.  Kristine explained that they are very excited to have Alta learn the aspects of her role that will play a pivotal part in making contributions to drive quality initiatives directly here in Chelsea.  Kristine mentioned that they are fortunate for her expertise and leadership driving Chelseas’ commitment to quality and ensuring that the veterans here receive quality initiatives directly here in Chelsea.   
Ms. Smith mentioned that the journey towards being a quality driven organization has worked to ensure an alignment of the organizational goals with the commitment to quality, transparency and care at the highest standards.  The quality program highlights, root cause analysis and other initiatives that are aimed at continuous quality enhancement.  Kristine talked about Holyoke’s team’s ability to integrate quality into the fabric of the daily operations and how the outcomes have created a culture of continuous learning and improvement among all their staff.  She explained that the plan over the next several months is to continue to work with the Chelsea team and develop their quality program by having Alta work with the Holyoke quality nurse manager and Kristine to help build a quality driven program. 
Ms. Smith also introduced Kelly Jones, the Director of Nursing and Jeffery Lenahan, The Quality Nurse Manager from the Holyoke quality team.    
Ms. Jones and Mr. Lenahan shared a presentation relative to the Veterans Home at Holyoke Quality Review (see attached presentation) 
Mr. Lenahan asked if there were any questions at the end of the presentation.  
Chairman Engell thanked the team at Holyoke for their tremendous leadership in this area over the years.  He added that it's continuously recreating itself and getting better, which is why we're so proud to say that Holyoke is truly at this point a learning organization, continuously learning and improving and being driven by its own self-assessment as it improves.
Chairman Engell asked if there were other questions, thoughts from the Council members.
Ziven Drake thanked everyone and mentioned that this presentation was very helpful and well done.  
Chairman Engell thanked everyone and since there was no other business to come before the council, he asked for a motion to adjourn the meeting.  
Ziven Drake	motioned to adjourn
Tom Lyons  	seconded motion.  
Chairman Engell did a roll call:
Mark Bidgda  		Not present 
Louis Chow 		Approved Motion 
Sean Collins 		Approved Motion
Ziven Drake 		Approved Motion 
Mike Dunford	 	Approved Motion 
Tony Francis 		Not Present 
Janet Hale 		Approved Motion
Kevin Jourdain 	Not Present
Gary Keefe 		Approved Motion 
Jill Landis 		Approved Motion 
Tom Lyons 		Approved Motion 
Isaac Mass 		Not Present 
Ira Novoselsky 	Not Present 
Carmen Ostrander 	Not Present 
Jonathan Olshaker 	Not Present 
Kurt Powers 		Not Present
Dawn Slaven	 	Approved Motion
Robert Engell 		Approved Motion
The motion to adjourn was passed. 
Meeting adjourned at 12:43pm
Respectfully submitted,

Ernestina Sirignano
Executive Assistant to Secretary Jon Santiago
Executive Office of Veterans Services
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