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                               P R O C E E D I N G S

                                       - - -

                               MS. GIBSON:  Happy New Year and

                  welcome to the podcast of the VA at Butler,

                  Pennsylvania.  Today we're going to be talking

                  about the goal of ending veteran homelessness

                  this year.  Our presenters are Dan Slack.

                               Dan, tell me what is an LMSW.

                               MR. SLACK:  That is a Licensed

                  Master Social Worker.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Dan is also the

                  coordinator of the Healthcare For Homeless

                  Veterans Program at VA Butler Healthcare.  Dan

                  works with the homeless team to address the

                  complex issues of our homeless veterans and he

                  has dedicated the past twelve years of his VA

                  service to expanding the homeless program from a

                  small one person program to a full HCHV program

                  with five staff and multiple resources.

                               Dan's goal is to develop a

                  community of homeless care that gets the homeless

                  veteran off the street and into permanent housing

                  by breaking the cycle of homelessness.
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                               Also joining us today is Ron

                  Christopher.  Ron is a peer support specialist

                  for VA Butler's Homeless Program and that's the

                  position he's held since July of 2011.  Ron is

                  also an Army veteran and knows firsthand how the

                  VA is helping homeless veterans.

                               Ron suffered from substance abuse

                  and homelessness before seeking help from VA

                  Butler Healthcare and today he works to help

                  other homeless veterans find stable housing and

                  get the services they have earned from their

                  service.

                               Ron and Dan, thank you for joining

                  us today.

                               MR. SLACK:  You're welcome.

                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  Pleasure to be

                  here.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Let me give a little

                  bit of background.  In 2009 President Barack

                  Obama and the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs

                  Secretary Eric Shinseki announced their

                  commitment to end veteran homelessness by the end

                  of 2015.
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                               Since then the number of veterans

                  who are homeless has actually declined by 17.2

                  percent, but even one veteran without safe and

                  stable housing is one too many.

                               Veterans can face unique physical,

                  emotional and financial challenges related to

                  their military service and some of these

                  challenges can lead to difficulty finding or

                  keeping a home.

                               Having a safe, stable place to call

                  home can give veterans a foundation to get back

                  on their feet.  If you or someone you have served

                  with is homeless or at imminent risk of becoming

                  homeless or is in crisis, VA Butler Healthcare is

                  here to help.

                               VA Butler has the services to help

                  our veterans.  We offer comprehensive

                  individualized services to help eligible veterans

                  stay healthy, find a job and secure or maintain

                  housing.

                               With one call we can connect you or

                  a veteran you know with the services and support

                  all veterans have earned no matter when or how
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                  they served and that's what we're going to be

                  talking about here today.

                               Dan, why don't you start us off.

                  Nationally how many veterans are homeless?

                               MR. SLACK:  Well, since 2009 there

                  was an estimated 131,000 on a single night in

                  January in the United States.  Since then in 2013

                  the estimates of homelessness prepared by HUD

                  they estimated there were 57,849 homeless

                  veterans on a single night.  That is an 8 percent

                  decline since 2012's number and a 24 percent

                  decline since 2010.

                               MS. GIBSON:  That's excellent.  Do

                  you have a feel for in the area where VA Butler

                  Healthcare serves about how many homeless vets

                  there are in your area?

                               MR. SLACK:  That's a number that

                  kind of changes and there are so many components

                  to it.  I'm going to go by our outreach uniques,

                  so these are new people new to the VA that are

                  outreached or come into the VA who are homeless

                  or about to be homeless.  For the year 2012 there

                  was 235 homeless veterans or about to be homeless
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                  veterans.  In 2013 there was 336.

                               MS. GIBSON:  What are some of the

                  reasons for that number?  What do you think is

                  contributing to that?

                               MR. SLACK:  The number that I see,

                  the increase, the reason for the increase is

                  because we're putting more time and effort into

                  working with the homeless veterans.  Our outreach

                  has become more intense, working with the

                  community more, we're educating, we have more

                  programs.  Actually, we have nine staff at this

                  point for the homeless program.  So we have grown

                  the programs that we offer to the homeless

                  veteran, as well as our outreach in communication

                  and education to the community.  So, therefore,

                  we're getting more referrals.

                               MS. GIBSON:  So it is maybe a

                  matter that you're hearing more about them

                  whereas before you may not have been aware of

                  them?

                               MR. SLACK:  Yeah, and that's the

                  goal, to get out to the people in the areas of

                  our catchment that aren't educated or they don't
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                  really know where to send them or how to get a

                  hold of or connect a homeless veteran to any type

                  of services.

                               MS. GIBSON:  So, Ron, you've got a

                  unique perspective on this.  What do you think is

                  contributing to the homelessness?

                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  I've been

                  homeless myself before I came to the VA, I'm an

                  alcoholic, and I think just somebody on my level

                  when we go out and do the outreach and we do

                  touch some veterans out there, the veteran knows

                  that I'm a veteran and I've been there and I've

                  done it, it seems the peer to peer support helps

                  a lot, supports that a lot.

                               MS. GIBSON:  I would think it

                  would.

                               Dan, can you tell me a little bit

                  about some of the programs that VA Butler

                  Healthcare is offering?

                               MR. SLACK:  Sure.  In the

                  introduction you mentioned about developing a

                  continuum of care of homelessness and I think we

                  are well on our way of doing that.  We have
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                  multiple programs that we're able to draw from

                  and use.  At VA Butler Healthcare we're pretty

                  progressive in a lot of this stuff.

                               We have a homeless domiciliary

                  services.  We have a new building, which is a new

                  facility in March, and we also serve female

                  veterans.  So it would be homeless female

                  veterans, also.  So we have a resource for that

                  which is very big for us because it always seemed

                  to be a problem finding resources for female

                  veterans and so now we have a resource.

                               We have a partnership with HUD in

                  the Supportive Housing Program.  We have 115

                  vouchers through the Housing Authority of Butler

                  and Lawrence Counties and can utilize and serve

                  eligible homeless veterans and families through

                  permanent housing.

                               We also have collaboration with VA

                  Pittsburgh.  That gives us transitional housing

                  in a facility called Mechling-Shakley Veterans

                  Center.  Again, this is transitional care which

                  is up to two years that we can take a veteran,

                  put them there and they are able to transition
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                  their life, work on different issues, whatever it

                  may be to transition back into permanent housing,

                  whether that would be working on employment

                  issues and income issues and whatever issue,

                  mental health, medical, there are multiple issues

                  that would be dealt with.

                               We have a Veterans Justice Outreach

                  Program and they provide eligible justice

                  involved veterans with case management and access

                  to our services.

                               We have a contract housing program.

                  We have contracted with them, it's called

                  Tomorrow's Hope, and that's our emergency housing

                  program.  In essence we are outreaching to one of

                  our areas in contact with the homeless veterans

                  and we have someplace to put them immediately so

                  we can immediately get them off the street and

                  get them taken care of.

                               MS. GIBSON:  It sounds like you

                  also have a very active outreach to identify and

                  maybe try to find people who have slipped through

                  the cracks?

                               MR. SLACK:  Yeah, that's pretty
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                  much how the programs really got started, I

                  think, is through outreach and showing that there

                  are numbers and through that getting the veterans

                  off the street and getting them services.

                               We do everything.  We go under

                  bridges.  We go out to the fields.  We'll go into

                  schools and educate.  Community agencies will go

                  and give an education.  We talk to veteran

                  service organizations and educate them on

                  homelessness which is very important because a

                  lot of times homeless veterans will go to their

                  local American Legion or VFW for assistance, so

                  they know to contact us.

                               MS. GIBSON:  What are some of the

                  reasons for veterans being homeless?

                               MR. SLACK:  As we mentioned, there

                  are multiple reasons.  It could be medical.  It

                  could be employment, substance abuse, mental

                  health issues.  It could be something that

                  happened during a war.  It could be TBI,

                  traumatic brain injury, posttraumatic stress

                  disorder.  And you see it as you start talking

                  with a lot of these homeless veterans, it comes
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                  out pretty quick what the reasons are.  Maybe it

                  is some type of traumatic brain injury or PTSD.

                               We'll do clinical assessments and

                  stuff and we'll be able to tell pretty quick what

                  they are and we'll address those issues.  We have

                  the resources here at VA Butler Healthcare to

                  address all their needs.  We have good mental

                  health programs, good PTSD programs.  We have

                  great domiciliary care for substance abuse

                  treatments.

                               Like I said, we have a pretty good

                  continuum of care for homeless veterans that come

                  through our system.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Ron, in your

                  experience what do you think are some of the

                  major contributing factors to homelessness?

                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  A lot of veterans

                  out there that we talk to or even try to talk to

                  will refuse services because of stigma.  They

                  have a problem with that a lot; and with me being

                  there talking to them peer to peer though, it

                  seems like you can open them up because I've been

                  there and I've done it, and I know what the VA
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                  has to offer to veterans, and I tell the veteran

                  what program I've been through with the VA and it

                  sort of turns them around a little bit and brings

                  them back toward us.

                               MS. GIBSON:  I could see that.

                  Somebody who has served is used to being very

                  self sufficient.  It could be difficult to ask

                  for help, I would think.

                               MR. SLACK:  And Ron has made a real

                  good point with the stigma.  A lot of the older

                  veterans, Vietnam era veterans, are not real

                  educated on VA services and there is a stigma,

                  but I think we're breaking that down by educating

                  and then having Ron on our team is great because

                  he's able to get down and talk to them on a whole

                  different level and get them to understand.  That

                  works well.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Are there things you

                  can do to help prevent somebody from becoming

                  homeless?

                               MR. SLACK:  Sure.  One is

                  education, make sure we get education, work with

                  our community partners and make sure that we're
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                  on the same page and the prevention field or the

                  prevention column, I guess.

                               We recently just have received --

                  it's called Supportive Services For Veteran

                  Families.  It was a grant put out by the VA and

                  we had multiple agencies put in for this grant.

                  So three of our community partners have received

                  this grant.  So what this is, this is funds as

                  someone who is going to be losing their

                  apartment, can't pay their rent, they lost their

                  job or something medical happened, this is money

                  that they can apply for to help them maintain

                  their current living situation to prevent them

                  from becoming homeless and that's real important

                  and we're seeing a lot of that.

                               Chronic homelessness isn't as much

                  as it used to be so it's more prevention or

                  somebody just temporarily has lost their housing.

                  So we're able to go to these agencies -- there is

                  three agencies, Veteran Leadership Program,

                  Soldier on and Lawrence County Community Action

                  Program has this FSDF grant funds.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Ron, in your
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                  experience are there ways that you think you can

                  reach a veteran before they maybe get to that

                  dire situation and try to prevent the

                  homelessness from occurring?

                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  I actually do a

                  lot of outreach and veterans do call me right

                  away when they think they are going to lose their

                  apartment or something.  They will call me.  We

                  have a homeless pager here.  I'll get in contact

                  with the homeless pager and get them all the

                  support that they need to keep them housed or

                  keep them from losing housing.  Our pager number

                  is 281.  It's active during the day from 8:00

                  a.m. to 4:30 p.m., and then we also have

                  1-877-424-3838.  That is a VA call center for

                  homeless veterans.  That's active 24/7, 24 hours

                  a day, seven days a week.  So we do take care of

                  them when they call us.

                               MS. GIBSON:  It sounds like a lot

                  of what you're doing is just outreach, trying to

                  get people aware that there is help out there

                  when you need it and just pick up the phone and

                  call.  Is that a lot of your approach?
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                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  My approach is if

                  I go into the woods and I see a veteran -- and

                  Dan and I do do that -- or even if I find

                  somebody that I'm talking to down in the

                  community, if I find out he's a veteran and he

                  looks like he's homeless or something, I'll walk

                  up to him and ask him.  If he's a veteran, right

                  away I'll get on the phone myself.  I'll call 281

                  while I'm standing there with that person.  I'll

                  make sure the veteran is eligible and I'll offer

                  him assistance right there on the spot.  If he's

                  eligible, I'll bring him up here and we'll get

                  him into our system.  We'll get him wherever he

                  needs to go to get him into a safe environment.

                               If he's not a veteran, then what

                  I'll do is I'll get a hold of Catholic Charities

                  which is in our community.  I'll call them and

                  they will assist that person.  We try not to

                  leave anybody homeless, not just the veterans,

                  but we aim on our veterans being in a safe

                  environment.

                               MS. GIBSON:  So, Dan, can you tell

                  me a little bit about some of the extra support?
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                  There are so many contributing factors to

                  homelessness.  It could be mental health, as you

                  said, substance abuse.  Can you tell me a little

                  bit more about some of the programs that the VA

                  offers to help those veterans?

                               MR. SLACK:  I think it's real

                  important to know when a veteran comes into our

                  door, when they come to our doors, we have a no

                  wrong door policy.  Pretty much what that means

                  is that a veteran can come through any component

                  of VA which means any CBOC, any outpatient clinic

                  or any partner of the VA, and they are going to

                  get some type of care.  They are going to get all

                  the care they need.

                               What's important to know is that

                  when any veteran comes in and registers with the

                  VA, they are assigned to a PACT team and with the

                  PACT team there are several questions that they

                  are asked, are they currently homeless or are

                  they about to be homeless.  For us that's a big

                  thing because if they answer yes to any of these

                  questions, we're going to get notified and that's

                  where everything will start; but a veteran is
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                  offered pretty much everything from medical care,

                  mental health care, substance abuse care, whether

                  it be inpatient or outpatient.  We have a great

                  PTSD program.  We have a TBI program, a full

                  array of services along with the homeless

                  programs that we offer.

                               Again, we have everything from

                  emergency housing to transitional housing to

                  permanent housing through our partnership with

                  HUD.

                               MS. GIBSON:  What's the biggest

                  challenge you think you face in solving this

                  issue?

                               MR. SLACK:  It will be probably

                  getting the veteran when you approach them or

                  talk to them to participate in the program.

                  Again, like Ron said before, a very important

                  point is that stigma.  A lot of veterans just

                  don't want the care.  They would rather remain

                  where they are.

                               We have worked with a veteran for

                  seven years.  There was a guy for seven years who

                  didn't want any care and just didn't want
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                  anything to do with us, but we kept on him and

                  stayed working with him and then one day we went

                  out there and caught him on a day and he said

                  okay and so at this point we've got him to

                  connect through our services and our programs and

                  he is currently in permanent housing and doing

                  pretty good.  I think that's really just to get

                  them to understand that it's okay to use the

                  services, again that stigma of government and

                  federal -- you know, all these different things,

                  to me I think that's the most difficult one is to

                  get past that.

                               MS. GIBSON:  You have mentioned a

                  little bit about some of what you're doing to

                  work with the community.  Can you get into a

                  little bit more detail on how VA Butler is

                  working with the local community to help the

                  homeless?

                               MR. SLACK:  We work with five

                  counties here at the VA Butler Healthcare and all

                  five counties have some type of housing or

                  homeless coalition or local housing options team.

                               We are a member of every county's
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                  team.  We go to the meetings.  We partner up in

                  any events that are happening within that

                  community and we also initiate programs.  We've

                  initiated several stand downs in a couple

                  different counties and the communities have taken

                  over that and so we're a supporting role in those

                  stand downs at this point.

                               But every county that we work with,

                  there is all of these agencies that deal with

                  just housing issues and we work with them

                  closely.

                               One thing we don't want to do is

                  overburden our community partners with a lot of

                  veteran issues.  So the more programs that we

                  have, we're able to kind of take some of the

                  veterans from them and ease their burden.  So it

                  works real well with us working with the

                  community agencies and they love working with us

                  because of that fact.  We support them, they

                  support us, and that's important.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Homelessness is a

                  problem anywhere and to be able to say, okay,

                  these are specifically services targeted to
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                  veterans when veterans may have a unique set of

                  issues facing them anyway, I would think that

                  would be a great help to a community.

                               MR. SLACK:  The important part with

                  that is when we're working with our partners we

                  make sure that they are updated in all of our

                  programs and all the resources that we have.  So

                  if a homeless veteran just kind of pops into

                  their office, they know right away to give us a

                  call and what services we have to offer.

                               That's a real important aspect of

                  our outreach, to make sure that all the agencies

                  are updated on all of our resources because

                  that's where most of our referrals will come

                  from.

                               MS. GIBSON:  So if I live in a

                  local Butler community -- and I'm going to ask

                  Ron this question first and then Dan chime on in.

                  Ron, if I live in a local Butler community, what

                  can I do to help this effort?

                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  The main thing is

                  if the veteran is right there in front of you and

                  you need help for that veteran right away would
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                  be to call the Butler VA at 724-287-4781 and ask

                  the operator to page the homeless pager, which is

                  Pager 281.

                               We do have a 1-800 number, also,

                  which is 1-800-362-8262.  You can call that

                  number.  If it's after hours, you can call

                  1-877-424-3838 and that's our call center.  So

                  there is actually somebody there 24/7 to help

                  that veteran.

                               If you have a veteran, if you run

                  into a veteran down the street during the day,

                  you call us, you'll get a hold of whoever is on

                  the pager.  The pager, if they can't get out of

                  the office they will call me and I'll actually

                  come down there.  You can introduce that veteran

                  to me and I'll get that veteran all the services

                  they need and I'll bring them up here.

                               MR. SLACK:  You need to know what

                  services we have to offer.  It's always an

                  important thing.  Even if you don't know the

                  specific services, I want you to know that there

                  is help and that we do have resources and

                  something for our homeless veterans.  We're
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                  always ready to jump in and to help and the phone

                  numbers that Ron and I have given are important

                  numbers, especially the national hotline number.

                  It's a VA number.  It's a VA program, VA national

                  call center for our homeless veterans.  That's

                  877-424-3838.  We get a lot of calls from that.

                               MS. GIBSON:  It sounds to me like

                  if I'm in the community and I want to be of help

                  here that what I need to do is maybe write those

                  numbers down or keep them in my cell phone or

                  have them handy because you just never know when

                  the opportunity would hit for you to be able to

                  make a real difference in somebody's life.

                               MR. SLACK:  And you never know when

                  or who you're going to run into that's going to

                  say, well, I'm a veteran and -- and not even just

                  homeless but losing their housing or in a bad

                  situation where they could become homeless.

                  That's real important.  Homeless veterans, we

                  want to stop it.  We want to prevent it from

                  happening so that's real important to use these

                  numbers and have that contact information because

                  we do have these programs to prevent a veteran
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                  from becoming homeless.

                               MS. GIBSON:  Right, and if you can

                  stop it before it begins, I would think that

                  would be even better.

                               MR. SLACK:  Yeah, we're all on that

                  edge, that little cusp there of the darkness

                  where you miss two or three paychecks we're going

                  to fall in and it can happen to anybody.  So we

                  want to make sure that we're there to help pull

                  them out of that darkness, I guess.

                               MS. GIBSON:  So, Dan, what if I

                  don't have the number handy or if I'm in a

                  situation, what's a resource I can go to from VA

                  Butler Healthcare?

                               MR. SLACK:  You can go on to our

                  website, which is www.Butler.VA.gov, or our

                  Facebook page which is,

                  www.Facebook.com/VAButlerPA.

                               There is also a Twitter feed,

                  Twitter.com/VAButlerPA.  You can learn all of the

                  updates and information you need for Butler and

                  its programs.

                               MS. GIBSON:  That sounds terrific.
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                  Thank you, Dan and Ron, for helping to spread the

                  word on this important work that the VA Butler

                  Healthcare is doing.

                               I think it's important for

                  everybody to realize that everyone has a role to

                  play in ending veteran homelessness, so spread

                  the word to let veterans know that just a single

                  call can connect them with the services that they

                  have earned through their service and become our

                  partner.  People in groups in communities across

                  the country are working to help end veteran

                  homelessness and everybody can play a role in

                  that very important goal.

                               So if you or a veteran you know is

                  homeless or at imminent risk of becoming

                  homeless, trained supportive professionals are

                  available 24 hours a day, seven days a week to

                  connect them with the services they have earned;

                  and if that veteran needs safe, stable housing or

                  are in crisis, basically you can start by making

                  that call to that national hotline at

                  877-4AID-VET, which is 877-424-3838, or chat

                  online at VA.gov/homeless.
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                               Thank you to both of you for

                  sharing this important information and let's make

                  2014 a great year to really make progress in

                  ending this problem.

                               MR. SLACK:  Thank you for having

                  us.

                               MR. CHRISTOPHER:  Thank you.

                             (End of audio recording.)
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