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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Hello, and welcome to

                  the VA Butler Healthcare Brown Bag Lunch Chat.

                  I'm Cynthia Closkey.  Our topic today is the VA's

                  Rural Health Initiative.

                               About 3.3 million veterans enrolled

                  in the VA Healthcare System -- that's about 41

                  percent of the total veterans enrolled -- about

                  3.3 million veterans live in rural or highly

                  rural areas of the country.

                               Men and women veterans from

                  geographically rural areas make up a

                  disproportionate share of service members and

                  comprise about 39 percent of the enrolled

                  veterans who served in Iraq and Afghanistan.

                  Many of those people are returning to their rural

                  communities today.

                               In order to better serve these

                  rural veterans, the VA created the Office of

                  Rural Health and -- it's hard for me to pronounce

                  but very extremely important.  They created that

                  new office in 2007.

                               Here to talk with us about the

                  Rural Health Initiative is Jamie Brewer.
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                               Hi, Jamie.

                               MS. BREWER:  Good afternoon.  Thank

                  you for having me.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Thanks for coming

                  today.  Let me tell you a little bit about Jamie.

                  She's a licensed clinical social worker at VA

                  Butler Healthcare.  She is the coordinator for

                  the -- excuse me -- Visual Impairment Services

                  Team, serving veterans who are visually impaired

                  and legally blind.  She is also the case manager

                  of the --

                               MS. BREWER:  Domiciliary, yes.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  I was going to say

                  you are the key person of the words that are hard

                  to pronounce.

                               MS. BREWER:  Yes.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  -- the Domiciliary

                  Residential Rehabilitation Treatment Program

                  working with the veterans who are homeless or

                  have substance abuse disorders.

                               She is team leader for the Access

                  to Care Systems Redesign Team focusing on the

                  transit needs of veterans who live in rural
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                  areas.  She's got a whole bunch of experience and

                  I hope you'll be able to share a little bit of

                  that with us today, Jamie, the kind of things

                  that you are doing and how it's working.

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Folks who are calling

                  in or listening to us live, first of all, thank

                  you very much for being patient.  We had a couple

                  of schedule and technical issues to play around

                  with, but we are happy to be online with you now.

                               If you are listening live and want

                  to ask a question, you've got a few options.  If

                  you're dialing in by phone, we're going to open

                  up the lines for questions a few times during the

                  call.

                               If you are listening online through

                  the Talkshoe website, you can type your question

                  into the chat window and we'll be able to see it

                  and we'll respond as we can.

                               So let's go ahead and kind of talk

                  about, then, the Rural Health Initiative.  Its

                  mission is just to improve access and quality of

                  care for rural and highly rural veterans.

                                                                   5

                               Exactly what makes up rural?  What

                  does that kind of mean?

                               MS. BREWER:  Well, basically at the

                  VA we're trying to improve access to care.  So

                  some of the more rural counties we serve -- we

                  serve a five county area, Armstrong, Beaver,

                  Butler, Clarion, Lawrence and Mercer.  From our

                  studies, the people that live farthest away from

                  a clinic can be defined as rural.

                               We do have some outpatient clinics

                  in those areas, but when we're looking at our

                  service area, we would say that Armstrong and

                  Clarion Counties are the two counties that people

                  are the most spread out, that it's further for

                  them to travel to a VA facility.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So even though there

                  are kind of highly populated or more populated

                  cities in those counties, it's because it's far

                  away from a clinic?  Is that how --

                               MS. BREWER:  Yeah, yeah, so the

                  population is more spread out in those counties.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  All right.  So

                  those -- you've got clinics in a number of
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                  different places, Ford City and --

                               MS. BREWER:  Exactly.  We have a

                  clinic in Ford City for Armstrong County.  We

                  have Cranberry Township for Butler County.  We

                  have Parker for -- Parker is for Clarion County.

                  New Castle is for Lawrence County and Hermitage

                  is for Mercer County.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  Now, if

                  someone lives in a rural area, I guess part of

                  the issue is just how do they get to their

                  appointment in the first place, right?

                               MS. BREWER:  Exactly, yes.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So what kind of --

                  how many veterans seem to have this kind of a

                  problem?

                               MS. BREWER:  What we did is we,

                  actually, recently did a study and we looked at

                  all the counties that we serve, and we looked at

                  all the people who have missed an appointment

                  within those counties and we called the people

                  that missed the appointment and we asked them the

                  reason for missing their appointment.  The

                  results were pretty surprising.
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                               In Armstrong County almost a

                  quarter of all the people who missed an

                  appointment said that it was related to

                  transportation, that they didn't have a ride

                  there.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Oh, no kidding.  You

                  know, we think of our nation as being a world of

                  cars, but I imagine there is trouble; not just of

                  there being a car available but being available

                  at the right time and also the cost of fuel

                  probably.

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely.  The cost

                  was one or a reliable vehicle or also we have a

                  lot of people that are in failing health and they

                  may have a vehicle available, but they are not

                  able to drive themselves and they may not have

                  someone who is able to drive them.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That makes sense,

                  particularly for someone who is coming in for

                  treatment.

                               MS. BREWER:  Correct.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Now, does the VA then

                  reimburse someone if they are getting some
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                  transportation in?

                               MS. BREWER:  In some cases.  Some

                  people are eligible for mileage reimbursement,

                  and I think this is an interesting topic that a

                  lot of people just simply don't know about.  It's

                  something if you are curious, you can talk to

                  your primary care team.

                               But if you are service connected

                  greater than 30 percent, you would be eligible

                  for mileage reimbursement.  Also, if you are

                  coming for treatment for a service connected

                  condition, we can pay your mileage.

                               If you get a VA pension or if your

                  income is a certain level, it's under a certain

                  threshold, then, yes, you can get paid for your

                  miles.  So if finances are a barrier for you, we

                  would be paying for your gas money.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  And the person that

                  someone should speak to is who?

                               MS. BREWER:  You can call and ask

                  to speak to someone in your primary care team and

                  we can get you set up for travel reimbursement.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  Now, if
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                  someone is handicapped -- you mentioned that they

                  might be injured or so forth and they have

                  trouble getting a ride, what do they do?

                               MS. BREWER:  We have -- and this is

                  another interesting topic that I think a lot of

                  people just don't know about and that is our

                  goal, to educate -- we can provide -- the VA can

                  provide special mode transportation such as an

                  ambulance or a wheelchair van.

                               To qualify for one of those things,

                  again, you have to have a medical condition that

                  you need that.  You have to meet criteria for

                  that.  Also, you have to speak to someone and get

                  it prearranged, get the travel prearranged.  You

                  would call your primary care team, talk to them

                  about the issue and the concern and why you need

                  the special ride, and in some cases, we can

                  prearrange that and have a ride come right to

                  your door.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  This is -- I don't

                  know if it's part of your frequently asked

                  questions, but if someone is sick and hasn't been

                  treated before for the thing that is making it
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                  hard for them to drive, how can that be dealt

                  with or diagnosed?

                               MS. BREWER:  Well, obviously if

                  it's an emergency, we're not going to require a

                  special authorization to send an ambulance out to

                  get you if it's something that is an emergency,

                  but basically it would entail calling and talking

                  to your primary care team and if you can't come

                  in, we can problem solve over the phone to

                  determine if we can set up a ride to get you in

                  and treat you for that condition.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Like so much at the

                  VA, it's pretty much, you know, you're going to

                  work with what's there and really try and find a

                  solution.

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely.  We want

                  to be flexible.  We want to serve your needs.  So

                  if you call us, if you can't make it in, we'll do

                  what problem solving we can over the phone to

                  help get you in.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  Let's

                  see, I think we've got a few people on the line.

                  Let's see if anyone -- if anyone is listening, I
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                  have turned off our muting.

                               Does anyone have a question to ask

                  Jamie?

                              (No audible response.)

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Nobody right now.

                  We're going to keep going, keep rolling, then,

                  with some of the questions that I have lined up,

                  and we'll see if we can check back in with you in

                  a bit.

                               Okay, so now if someone doesn't

                  drive, doesn't have anyone to bring them in, they

                  are going to call their -- you're going to call

                  the VA and ask for some help.  Do you have

                  resources available?  How can someone find out

                  more if they needed it?

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely.  If

                  someone is interested in learning more

                  resources -- and, again, this is such an

                  important piece that we're trying to educate --

                  educate not only our veterans but also our

                  clinicians, that there is a number of services in

                  each county, county transportation services, that

                  are available to take a person to the VA and we
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                  can help to refer someone to those services, to

                  get the application packet sent out and get that

                  started.

                               So one option is to call in and ask

                  to speak to your primary care team.  We'll find

                  out what county you are in.  We'll look at the

                  programs that are in your county and talk about

                  which programs you're eligible for for county

                  transportation.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Is there a phone

                  number that they would call?

                               MS. BREWER:  They would want to

                  call the main number of the VA.  The main number,

                  the 1-800 number would be 1-800-362-8262.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, great.

                               MS. BREWER:  When you call that

                  number, you can press zero and you can always get

                  an operator and they can get you right to where

                  your primary care team is or if you don't have

                  someone, you can just explain the problem and

                  we'll get you to someone who can help you.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  What's it been like

                  working with this program?  How have veterans
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                  typically received it?

                               MS. BREWER:  It's been interesting

                  because when we called all of these folks who had

                  difficulty with transportation and missed the

                  appointment because of transportation, many of

                  them did not know that the county resources were

                  available.

                               We've designed a pamphlet and we

                  send it out, we have it on display at all the

                  clinics and we sent it out to all of the

                  individual folks who reported having a problem.

                  A lot of people -- many people were actually

                  travel eligible.  They were eligible for travel

                  through the VA and did not know it.  Also, many

                  people were eligible for the county resources and

                  they did not know about them.

                               For the other people that sort of

                  fall through the cracks, so to speak, the people

                  that aren't eligible for a specific program

                  through the VA, that they need a -- you know,

                  don't qualify for senior transportation, we also

                  have a network of volunteers at the VA that a lot

                  of people don't know about, again, that can help
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                  provide a ride.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Is that what the

                  Disabled American Veterans Transport Service is?

                               MS. BREWER:  Exactly, yes.  The DAV

                  relies on a network of volunteers to provide

                  veterans transportation to appointments.  We ask

                  that anyone who is interested in using the DAV,

                  that they really make it sort of a last resort.

                  If you have someone that can bring you or if you

                  can arrange a ride through the county, that you

                  try those things first, but for the people that

                  still can't find a ride -- I actually had a

                  program this morning and the DAV did a wonderful

                  job.  They brought many, many people in.

                               They rely on volunteers.  What they

                  will do is you call in and say the day and time

                  of your appointment, where you live, and they

                  will see if there is a volunteer available to

                  come out to your house and pick you up, bring you

                  into the VA and then take you back home, but they

                  do ask for as much advance notice.  So if you

                  have an appointment coming up say next month, we

                  want you to call in now so that the DAV can try
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                  and find a volunteer for you.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Then as soon as you

                  make the appointment, you're also lining up the

                  transport?

                               MS. BREWER:  Exactly.  They do a

                  wonderful, wonderful job.  We, actually, through

                  the rural transport program got a new DAV van for

                  Armstrong County.  So now they have their own van

                  that's dedicated just for that county and they

                  are bringing in all of this rural population to

                  Butler.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  How do we contact

                  those people?  Is that a different number?

                               MS. BREWER:  It is actually.  When

                  in doubt, you can always call the main number of

                  the VA and press zero.  That's what I say.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.

                               MR. BREWER:  It is sort of broken

                  down by counties.  If you're someone in Beaver or

                  Lawrence County, you can call the courthouse.

                  Every county courthouse has a veterans

                  representative.  So if you live in Beaver or

                  Lawrence, you just call the county courthouse,
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                  ask for your veterans representative and they can

                  set up a ride with the DAV.

                               If you're someone who lives in

                  Armstrong, Butler or Clarion, you can call the

                  DAV directly.  They are located in Butler VA so,

                  again, you can call that 1-800 number I gave you.

                  If you would like their direct number, their

                  direct number is 724-477-5010.  That's 477-5010.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  What if

                  someone -- who are the volunteers?

                               MS. BREWER:  Also, I forgot, if you

                  live in Mercer, just call your clinic directly.

                  I'm sorry.  They can call Hermitage directly.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  Who are the

                  people that volunteer?

                               MS. BREWER:  We actually have a

                  network of veterans.  It's veterans who are

                  volunteering their time.  They are unpaid

                  volunteers.  They are driving vehicles that the

                  DAV owns and provides gas, but they are donating

                  their time and energy.

                               If anyone out there is a veteran

                  and you want to be a volunteer, please give us a
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                  call and contact us because they can always use

                  the help.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  I'm sure it's

                  kind of fun a little bit, getting to meet

                  different people, see what they are up to.

                               MS. BREWER:  We have a wonderful,

                  wonderful group of very kind and very patient

                  volunteers.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's terrific.

                  Now, we were mostly talking about bringing people

                  to the clinics.  What if they have to go to the

                  VA in Pittsburgh?

                               MS. BREWER:  Down to Pittsburgh,

                  which is quite a trek, here is another secret

                  that I will let folks in on that a lot of people

                  don't know about, but we do have a shuttle that

                  departs Butler twice a day.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That is secret.

                               MS. BREWER:  I know.  It's a great

                  service.  So a lot of times people -- you know,

                  Pittsburgh is far or it can be intimidating to

                  drive in Pittsburgh and people can get to Butler

                  but not down to Pittsburgh, so if you can get to
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                  Butler, the VA shuttle leaves at 7:15 in the

                  morning from the Butler VA at the primary care

                  entrance.  You don't have to stand outside and

                  wait for it.  You can come sit inside where it's

                  warm and the bus will take you down.  It leaves

                  at 7:15.  It will get you down to Oakland by

                  about 8:30.

                               If you have other appointments that

                  are in -- say you have to go to Highland Drive VA

                  or Aspinwall, the bus will go on to those places.

                  So you have your appointment and then the bus

                  leaves again at noon and it brings you back to

                  Butler here by 1:00.

                               Then if you have an appointment in

                  the afternoon, the bus makes a second run that

                  leaves about 1:30.  It leaves here about 1:30,

                  down to Pittsburgh by about 2:30 and then it will

                  bring you back to Butler when the last person on

                  the shuttle has had their appointment.  So

                  sometimes they are coming back at 5:00 and

                  sometimes they are coming back at 7:00 in the

                  evening, but it makes the two runs Monday through

                  Friday for people down to Pittsburgh.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That does seem -- I

                  mean particularly when you think about trying to

                  get there in the morning with rush hour and

                  everything, it's much better sitting in the

                  shuttle than --

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely.  Even if

                  people can get a ride down there, sometimes with

                  the weather the shuttle is a good back up.  Being

                  more of a shuttle, it's more comfortable and let

                  them do the driving.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Absolutely.  Is that

                  usually pretty full?

                               MS. BREWER:  It is.  So we do ask

                  if you know you are going to Pittsburgh, again,

                  call and ask to talk to your primary care team.

                  Call and talk to your health tech and just say,

                  hey, I'm going to take the shuttle down, can you

                  reserve a spot for me so that we know that you

                  will be coming.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, so there are

                  some reservations to make.

                               MS. BREWER:  Yes, you can make a

                  reservation in advance.  We request that you do
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                  that so -- we don't want it to be that so many

                  people come that the shuttle is full.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Right.  And how much

                  does that cost?

                               MS. BREWER:  The shuttle is free.

                  There is no cost.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic, fantastic.

                  When someone needs assistance when they attend

                  appointments, are they permitted to have a family

                  member accompany them?

                               MS. BREWER:  Yes.  Actually, a lot

                  of my patients -- the people that I work with are

                  blind, so they always have a family member

                  accompany them.  In a lot of cases we want your

                  family there so they can get the medical

                  information, also.

                               So when you call to make your

                  reservation for the shuttle or for the DAV van,

                  just let them know, "I need my family member to

                  come along as an escort," and as long as there is

                  availability in most cases we can accommodate an

                  escort for the veteran.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's such an
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                  important part of anyone's medical care, I think,

                  not just at the VA but having someone there with

                  you, too, kind of helps because you can make sure

                  you're asking all the questions you meant to ask.

                  Sometimes people get nervous when they are

                  talking to their care provider.

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely, and we

                  want you to have that support there with you.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  To take notes, do

                  whatever you need.

                               MS. BREWER:  Absolutely.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's fantastic.

                  Well, that's a lot of information that you're

                  sharing.  Is there anything in particular you

                  wish people knew or want them to take away from

                  our discussion?

                               MS. BREWER:  I just want people to

                  understand that we are here, you know, your

                  health is important and we can't help you take

                  care of your health if you're not able to make it

                  in.

                               So we are willing to look at

                  resources.  We're willing to look outside of the
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                  box.  We're willing to help you.

                               When we did do our survey and we

                  were calling and asking people why they missed

                  the appointment and it was transportation

                  related, a lot of times we just didn't know and

                  maybe the person had never voiced to us that was

                  a concern.

                               So please know that if you do have

                  trouble with a ride, it's nothing to be shy

                  about.  We have a lot of people that are in the

                  same situation as you are, and we have resources

                  to help you, and we want to help you get in to

                  come to your appointment.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  This initiative is

                  nationwide, too, it's not just confined to

                  Western Pennsylvania.

                               MS. BREWER:  Correct.  The VA

                  nationally is doing a nice job with linking

                  veterans.  We want to break down that image of

                  just one clinic.  For people who travel far

                  distances, we want to bring the clinic to you.

                  We want to make services more accessible to our

                  veterans.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  All

                  right.  Well, I think that's all of the major

                  things that we had to cover today.  Thanks so

                  much to you folks for sitting in.

                               We actually have an amazing set of

                  Podcasts lined up for 2012.  Just to give you a

                  little bit of a sense of what we're going to be

                  talking about, we will be talking -- and this is

                  not the exact order, so let me just plant some

                  seeds in your mind.

                               There is the Patient Aligned Care

                  Team, the PACT, we're going to be talking about

                  that, the patients and their care plan.  We'll

                  talk about I Care, the VA's mission, vision and

                  values.

                               We'll be talking about mental

                  health care, including access to care for those

                  who are in need of mental health services.  Then

                  there is going to be a discussion that we'll have

                  about health promotion and disease prevention.

                  That's the plan that we have for health and

                  wellness for our veterans.

                               We'll talk again about ending
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                  homelessness.  We've had some really great

                  conversations about that in 2011 and this is an

                  ongoing five-year plan, so we'll be talking more

                  about that, updating you on how we are doing.

                               And we'll be talking some more

                  about the construction that's going on at VA

                  Butler Healthcare, again, the ongoing efforts to

                  improve the facilities that we've got and

                  building up the resources that we have available.

                               You can join us at our Brown Bag

                  Lunch Chat each first Thursday of the month at

                  noon, going from noon to 12:30-ish for news and

                  information and you can also listen to our

                  programs online on Talkshoe.com and on the

                  internet at VA Butler Healthcare.  The number

                  to call in for future ones is the same as today,

                  724-444-7444, Call ID 85029.

                               So thanks very much, Jamie, for

                  coming in and talking to us today.

                               MS. BREWER:  Thank you for having

                  me, thank you.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  It was fantastic to

                  have you.  Thanks everyone for calling in and we
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                  will see you in the new year.

                               (End of audio recording.)
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