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                                 P R O C E E D I N G S

                                       - - -

                               MS. GIBSON:  Welcome to the Butler

                  VA Podcast for Thursday, May 8.  I'm Pat Gibson

                  and today I'm going to be interviewing Steve

                  Salomonsen.

                               Steve is a licensed clinical social

                  worker serving as the OEF/OIF/OND program manager

                  at VA Butler Healthcare.

                               Prior to coming to VA Butler, Steve

                  worked for the U.S. Army Wounded Warrior Program

                  for three years where he provided support,

                  guidance, and resource linkage to seriously ill,

                  wounded or injured post 9/11 service members,

                  veterans and their families.

                               Steve is VA Butler's new

                  OEF/OIF/OND program manager and that, by the way,

                  stands For Operation Enduring Freedom, Operation

                  Iraqi Freedom and Operation New Dawn.  Steve

                  stands ready to welcome home and assist our

                  returning service member population.

                               Did you know that every VA Medical

                  Center has an OEF/OIF/OND care management team
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                  ready to welcome veterans and help coordinate

                  your care?

                               Also, returning combat veterans can

                  receive five years of cost free medical care for

                  injuries or illness related to their active duty

                  or medical service.

                               VA Butler Healthcare is ready to

                  provide health care and more to our newest

                  veterans returning from the Armed Forces.

                               So, Steve, can you tell me a little

                  bit about what recently returning service members

                  are eligible for?

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  A lot of what you

                  just said is what they are eligible for.  They

                  are eligible for five years of free care for

                  service connected injuries.

                               For example, an individual who

                  receives shrapnel wounds from an IED blast, they

                  will receive the five years of free care related

                  to any scarring or injuries related to that

                  shrapnel blast, traumatic brain injury care, care

                  for PTSD through our behavioral health team.

                               Say they need a flu shot or they




                                                                   4

                  come down with a cold, they can still receive

                  care at the VA, but that's done on a fee basis.

                               Additionally, non-service connected

                  injuries and illnesses are also done on a fee

                  basis, which means there may be a small copay for

                  those services; and those copays, as far as I

                  have seen anecdotally, are not very high.

                               They are also eligible for case

                  management and supportive services through our

                  office and they are also eligible for a wealth of

                  medical and non-medical care ranging from primary

                  care, behavioral health, telehealth for our

                  veterans who live in a very rural area -- which

                  we tend to out here in Butler -- and that's for

                  both medical and psychological care, our

                  caregiver support program, housing and HUD-VASH,

                  which is supportive housing, the domiciliary

                  care, case management services through our

                  mentally ill case management team and a wide

                  variety of other sort of medical providers and

                  services.

                               Returning service members also who

                  have not yet out processed or been discharged
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                  from the military can use the VA for care

                  provided that they have an authorization through

                  Tricare, which is the military's health insurance

                  program, to receive care at the VA.

                               So we try and get as many people

                  covered as quickly as possible and we try to

                  provide highly comprehensive care here at the VA

                  in Butler.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Can you talk a little

                  bit more about the mental health services that

                  are available?

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Yes, our returning

                  service members are eligible for mental health

                  care if they received a diagnosis of PTSD.

                               Upon entry into the VA system when

                  they first meet with primary care or with people

                  from our office, they are screened for PTSD

                  symptoms and other mental health symptoms; and if

                  it's determined that they have that issue, then

                  they can have the option of engaging in mental

                  health services.

                               We do have, like I said, our

                  telehealth program for individuals to receive
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                  psychiatric and psychological care if they live

                  in very rural areas and that is a program that is

                  free of charge to them.

                               We do have outpatient individual

                  and group therapy here at the VA that they can

                  engage in.  We have some very talented

                  therapists, social workers and clinicians that

                  provide just phenomenal outpatient care to our

                  veterans.

                               We also have our domiciliary

                  program which is a housing program for our

                  returning veterans who are faced with housing and

                  mental health issues.  So they can receive

                  housing and mental health care through that

                  program.

                               We have our mentally ill case

                  management program, our MICM program, which does

                  go with the very seriously mentally ill

                  individuals in our population.  They have very

                  low case loads because the issues that they are

                  dealing with, with these veterans, are very

                  complex, complicated and difficult.

                               We do have a PTSD clinic which
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                  deals strictly with PTSD, posttraumatic stress

                  disorder; and then we do offer services for other

                  mental health services.  So please don't assume

                  that it's just PTSD.

                               We offer services for individuals

                  with depression, bipolar disorder, just any other

                  mental health issue that they may have incurred

                  while they were on active duty.

                               In addition, to the services that

                  we offer here at Butler VA, there is a

                  confidential Veterans Crisis Line that any

                  veteran that's experiencing any mental health

                  crisis can reach out and call.

                               We urge anyone who is experiencing

                  a crisis at any time to call the Veterans Crisis

                  Line and they can provide some great support and

                  assistance very quickly to veterans in crisis.

                  That number is 1-800-273-8255 and then they would

                  press No. 1.  That number again is

                  1-800-273-8255, and that's Option No. 1.

                               We strongly urge any veteran who is

                  experiencing any severe mental health crisis to

                  reach out and call the Veterans Crisis Line and
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                  to not feel any stigma in doing that.

                               MS. GIBSON:  What are some of the

                  benefits of going to the VA for this treatment?

                  Aside from the fact that it's encouraged in the

                  service and it's free, but are there other

                  advantages to the returning service member to go

                  to a VA for these services?

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Well the biggest

                  benefit is primarily the fact that it's going to

                  be cost free for at least those first five years.

                               They will have access not only to

                  psychiatric care for medications, if necessary,

                  but also, as I mentioned earlier, all the

                  outpatient services we provide whether it's

                  individual therapy, group therapy.  If they

                  require hospitalization because their issues are

                  so severe, we can either refer them to a

                  community based hospital or we can refer them to

                  the VA in Pittsburgh who will provide an

                  inpatient bed for them.

                               The biggest advantage is many of

                  our clinicians are former veterans themselves.

                  So they have a very good understanding as to what
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                  these veterans are going through and what they

                  are experiencing.

                               Additionally, those who are not

                  veterans are highly experienced and highly

                  trained to deal specifically with veterans'

                  issues.

                               I happen to believe that here,

                  especially at VA Butler, we have a very welcoming

                  and open clinical team who is willing to do

                  anything they can to support a veteran in crisis

                  or to support a veteran who is experiencing

                  mental health issues due to combat trauma.

                               Having people who are focused

                  solely on veterans does tend to provide a highly

                  stylized level of care that you probably can't

                  receive anywhere outside the VA.

                               MS. GIBSON:  I would agree and I

                  have heard from so many veterans that you go to a

                  VA center rather than going to a civilian because

                  there is that deep understanding.

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  And what I have

                  heard from veterans even before coming to work

                  for the VA is they understand me, they know what
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                  I'm saying and I'm not just getting someone who

                  is saying, uh-huh, I hear you, and they don't

                  know.  A lot of what I'm getting is they know

                  what I'm going through, and I think that is a

                  huge help for someone who is dealing with these

                  issues and trying to adjust to their new normal,

                  to their new life.

                               MS. GIBSON:  What about dental

                  benefits?  Are those also offered?

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Dental benefits

                  are offered.  They do get six months of free

                  dental care and then after that, everything is on

                  a fee based service.

                               I must stress that not only with

                  the six-month eligibility for the dental care and

                  with the five-year eligibility for the medical

                  care, that that starts what is technically

                  considered their first day of retirement.

                               So if a service member becomes a

                  veteran on May 8, 2014, then that clock starts on

                  May 8, 2014, not the first day that they come

                  into the VA.

                               So if they don't come into the VA
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                  for six months or a year, they run the risk of

                  losing that time, that creditable time where they

                  can be receiving the care that they need free of

                  charge.

                               So I try to stress that to veterans

                  and I try and stress that as often as I can to

                  people where if your first day of being a veteran

                  is May 8, 2014, then you have until May 8, 2019

                  of free medical care.

                               But if you come out again May 8,

                  2014 and you wait a year or two to access the VA,

                  well, then now you only have three years of care

                  that's eligible to you.

                               So it's important for service

                  members to get linked with the VA as quickly as

                  possible to ensure that they are receiving the

                  maximum benefits that they are eligible for.

                               MS. GIBSON:  And that can be a

                  challenge.  Veterans tend to not want to admit

                  that they are having problems or they are very

                  self-sufficient individuals in many cases.

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  It's a gigantic

                  challenge also in rural areas which we tend to
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                  live in here in Butler.

                               You have individuals who also are

                  dealing with the stigma of mental health where

                  they don't want to admit that they have a

                  problem, and admitting that you have a mental

                  health condition is admitting a weakness, and the

                  last thing people want to do is admit that they

                  have a weakness in any area.

                               So it's important to reach out to

                  these veterans as much as possible which is why

                  the VA often does significant outreach events to

                  reach as many veterans as possible, whether it's

                  going to a VFW and sitting down and meeting with

                  a group of veterans or doing a welcome home event

                  or going to a yellow ribbon event or a stand down

                  where we could just interact with as many

                  veterans as possible and get the word out about

                  the services that are available and the necessity

                  for accessing those services.

                               MS. GIBSON:  You mentioned a

                  welcome home event.

                               Does VA Butler have a welcome home

                  event?
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                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  We do have a

                  welcome home event.  We have our welcome home

                  event that's scheduled for August 2, 2014.  We're

                  actually partnering with the Butler County

                  Regatta this year and that takes place from

                  August 2 to 4 at Lake Arthur over at Moraine

                  State Park.

                               Every year we do a welcome home

                  event and we try to vary where it's at so we're

                  not going to one event year after year.  We're

                  currently in the planning stages of that event

                  right now and we're finalizing our details, but

                  we will have a presence at the Regatta.  Staff

                  from our registration department will be there,

                  as well as either myself or our nurse case

                  manager Amy will be at that event, as will other

                  individuals within the VA to provide information

                  and support in getting people linked up with VA

                  services.

                               Additionally, we do outreach as

                  much as possible throughout the year, as well.

                  So we don't just reserve our outreach for the

                  welcome home events.  We try to do outreach as
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                  much as possible in the community so we can get

                  the word out about the VA services that are

                  available.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Are returning veterans

                  eligible for GI benefits?  Can you tell me a

                  little bit about the assistance that they can

                  get?

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Yes, returning

                  veterans are eligible for GI Bill benefits.  GI

                  Bill benefit eligibility -- and that's a bit of a

                  mouthful when you say it -- is based on their

                  length of service.

                               To receive the full four years,

                  veterans generally have to serve 90 creditable

                  days within a 36-month period.

                               We can provide linkage to

                  individuals who can answer more questions about

                  the GI Bill.  One of the benefits about this

                  program means that we're jacks-of-all-trades but

                  masters of none.

                               We have to have general information

                  about a lot of different services and supports

                  and programs available in the community, but we
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                  don't have all the information.  We're not

                  masters of all the information of all of those

                  programs.

                               So we need to know what services

                  are available and be able to guide veterans into

                  those services.  So we can provide general

                  information and resource linkage for the GI Bill

                  and they can then reach out and find out what

                  their eligibility is and what their options are

                  for schooling.

                               In addition to the GI Bill, any

                  individual, any veteran who uses the GI Bill is

                  also eligible for what's called the basic

                  allowance for housing and that's a stipend that's

                  based off of where you're living and how many

                  members are in your household which provides

                  financial support, an additional financial

                  stipend, for veterans while they are in school

                  and while classes are in session.

                               So if class sessions run from the

                  middle of August to the middle of December, then

                  they will receive the basic allowance for housing

                  for half of August, all of September, October,
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                  November, and then half of December.  It's a

                  sizeable amount that they are eligible for that

                  they can get.

                               In addition, veterans have the

                  option of using their Chapter 31 benefits, which

                  would be vocational rehabilitation, which is

                  available from the VA.

                               We do have voc rehab specialists

                  here at the VA that we can link veterans up with

                  so they can learn more about that program.

                               You can't use both programs because

                  the eligibility remains the same.  You can't use

                  both programs, but you can interchange which ones

                  you use when but you can't do four years of a GI

                  Bill and then do four years of vocational

                  rehabilitation, but we do have vocational

                  rehabilitation specialists who can sit down with

                  the veterans and answer all of those questions,

                  as well.  So we can have linkage with those

                  programs, as well.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Let's talk a little

                  bit about our call to action here.  VA Butler

                  Healthcare is definitely ready to provide health
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                  care, other medical services to our nation's

                  returning service members and it's very important

                  that they realize it's five years from your date

                  of discharge that you receive free health care

                  for any condition that may be related to combat

                  service.

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Yes.

                               MS. GIBSON:  This does not improve

                  with time so --

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  No, it does not.

                               MS. GIBSON:  -- start as soon as

                  you can.  So if you've recently returned from

                  military service or if you're still on active

                  duty or an activated member of the National Guard

                  or Reserves, you can still receive VA care and

                  assistance.  And to learn more about the VA care

                  services and specialty needs, should they call

                  you, Steve?

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Yes, they can.

                  Any returning service member can access us any

                  number of ways.  First, they can go to our local

                  VA website, which is butler.va.gov; and along the

                  left-hand side of the screen they'll see a tab
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                  that says "returning service members" and that

                  will give information about our program and how

                  to contact us.

                               Additionally, any veteran who stops

                  into the hospital at any time can stop by our

                  office.  We're generally here from 8:00 a.m. to

                  4:30 p.m. every day.  They can stop in at any

                  time.  You don't need an appointment.

                               They can stop in and see myself or

                  our nurse case manager Amy.  We can get them

                  linked up and registered.  What we can do is we

                  can walk them over to our pre-registration

                  department, get them checked in and into the

                  system and then work on getting them scheduled

                  for appointments.

                               Our office is located on the ground

                  floor right past primary care but right before

                  radiology.  They can also contact us by phone.

                  My direct number is 724-285-2493, or they can

                  call our case manager Amy at 724-287-4781,

                  Extension 4045.

                               Anyone can walk into the VA at any

                  time looking for care and services and there are
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                  great staff in this facility who will bring them

                  down to us and introduce them to us and work with

                  us to get our veterans signed up and then

                  enrolled in services as quickly as possible.

                               It's our honor and our duty to do

                  this and we look forward to helping as many

                  veterans as we can.  So we stand ready, so please

                  reach out.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Thank you very much,

                  Steve.  Hopefully returning service members will

                  hear this call and be able to get the benefits

                  for which they are eligible.

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  That is our hope.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Thank you for your

                  time.

                               MR. SALOMONSEN:  Thank you.

                             (End of audio recording.)
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