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                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Welcome to the VA Butler

                Healthcare Brown Bag Lunch Chat.  I'm Cynthia

                Closkey.  Our topic today is the VA Butler's

                Homeless Program.

                           The VA has an ambitious goal of ending

                veteran homelessness by the year 2013, which is

                coming right up as part of a five-year program.

                           We are working to achieve this goal

                through special initiatives including enhanced

                access to mental health services and the

                expansion of a range of programs.

                           Today we'll be talking about these

                efforts and what VA Butler Healthcare is doing

                locally to help homeless veterans.  With us is

                Dan Slack.  Hi, Dan.

                           MR. SLACK:  Hello.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Dan is a licensed Master

                Social Worker and coordinator of the Healthcare

                For Homeless Veterans Programs, HCHV, at VA

                Butler Healthcare.  Dan works with the homeless

                team to address the complex issues of our

                homeless veterans.

                           He's dedicated the past ten years of

                his VA service to expanding the homeless program

                from a small one-person program to a full program

                with five staff and multiple resources.

                           Let's go ahead and start talking, Dan.

                Who are the homeless veterans?

                           MR. SLACK:  That's a question that a

                lot of people ask.  They think a homeless veteran

                is going to stand out or be something different

                than they would normally see in the street; but

                typically, no.  I could be a homeless veteran,

                you could be a homeless veteran.  A lot of people

                wouldn't know.

                           There are statistics, you know, and we

                can go through the statistics; but approximately

                at this point there are 107,000 homeless veterans

                at this point on the streets on any given night.

                           Homeless veterans in this area, there

                are rural homeless veterans, and the difference

                would be if you go into an urban setting or a

                city, you're going to see a lot of homeless on

                the streets laying on the grates or whatever the

                situation may be.  In a rural setting that I'm

                accustomed to, you won't see them.  You won't see

                a homeless veteran or, if you do, you won't know

                it because they'll be moving.  Their camps will

                be in an encampment somewhere down by a river or

                railroad tracks and a lot of times you won't know

                it.  I won't know until they come see me.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  How do they come to be

                homeless then?

                           MR. SLACK:  Well, there is a lot of

                different issues I think that support the

                homelessness.  For veterans a lot of times it's

                maybe something that occurred while in the

                military, whether it be mental health,

                posttraumatic stress disorder or some type of

                brain trauma or it could be a financial thing or

                a lot of times it's a substance abuse issue.  So

                it can be a combination of.

                           The trend has always been mental

                health, substance abuse type of issues.  That's

                the trend that I have seen in the past.  The

                current trend that I see more on the folks coming

                to me, it's more financial.  It tends to be more

                of folks who are in the process of losing their

                homes, they are about to be homeless, or someone

                who has lost their home already.  They are coming

                to me.  The mortgage has been taken, they had to

                foreclose on their home and that's a tough

                situation because it's coming from the top down.

                           A lot of folks that I'm typically used

                to seeing is someone who is already homeless in

                the streets and looking for a boost up.

                           So when you are able to offer shelter

                or a transitional care unit or something like

                that, they are very grateful and happy to be able

                to take that.

                           The difficulty is when you lose all of

                these things that have all of your possessions,

                foreclosures and everything, folks take what they

                need to take, but it's kind of harder for a lot

                of these folks to be able to come down and go

                into a homeless shelter or a grant per diem

                program or something like that.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  They are just trying to

                come to terms with their new situation.

                           MR. SLACK:  Exactly, exactly.  They

                are coming to terms, to grips, to the realization

                that, okay, this is where I am kind of a thing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's got to make

                everything else more complicated.

                           MR. SLACK:  Well, it does.  It's hard

                just to have that conversation, okay, this is

                what I have, because they are looking for

                something, looking for some type of assistance,

                and a lot of times I can't come up with the

                things that they need.

                           I offer what I have and that usually

                will be a shelter or a transitional care unit or

                a facility or something like that.  And most of

                them are families, so if you have a family

                involved where there is a husband, a wife and

                children, it becomes more of a problem.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So maybe you can give us

                an overview then of all the services that these

                people need.  You mentioned just some basic --

                           MR. SLACK:  You mentioned the

                five-year plan.  Back in 2009, Secretary Shinseki

                made the announcement that we are going to end

                homelessness in five years.  We are two and a

                half years into that or just about three years

                into that.
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                           Because this initiative was put out

                there, they are standing behind it, I feel.  They

                are giving funding, they are being able to

                support that and give us options for programs to

                be able to offer it to homeless veterans.

                           So we are able to take this funding

                and turn it into grant per diem or transitional

                care living facilities, which is a two-year

                program where a veteran will be able to come off

                the street and transition from being homeless

                into permanent housing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  What does that

                transition look like?  What goes into it?

                           MR. SLACK:  I can give you a typical

                run down of a scenario, where running into

                someone who would be homeless on the street.

                Typically, I try to get them into a temporary

                shelter and someplace where we can kind of go and

                sit and meet and work with and keep them safe and

                fed and clothed until --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Attending to those very

                basic needs first.

                           MR. SLACK:  Right, until we get

                them -- you know, the needs met.  I try to do a

                continuous of homeless care, to make sure things

                flow.  That's one of the things that I strived to

                do when I first started working on this program

                years ago.  I wanted to have a flow from the

                street to permanent housing and this five-year

                plan has kind of allowed me to do that.

                           So when I meet them on the street,

                we're working on a new program which will be

                contract housing, and the contract housing is

                more of emergency housing, so that's going to

                take the place of a shelter.

                           We'll still use our shelters, our

                local shelters, which have been a great help, but

                this contract housing is going to be our

                emergency housing for 60 to 90 days.

                           Then from there we're able to

                hopefully transition them or get them into a

                transitional care facility, grant per diem, and

                they are able to stay there for two years.

                           Within that two years we are going to

                connect them with the VA, get them connected with

                the services, get them connected with all of the

                things that they need to live independently.  And

                hopefully at the end of all of that, we have

                another program that's called the HUD VASH

                program -- that's Housing Urban Development and

                VA Supportive Housing.  This program, I think, is

                phenomenal.  I think it's a very successful

                program.

                           So we are able to take a veteran from

                the street into emergency housing, into

                transitional housing and then we're able to

                hopefully move them into permanent housing where

                they have someone who would case manage and go

                check on them, do a home visit, be able to

                monitor the care coming into the VA, making sure

                they are staying connected with their primary

                care provider, their mental health providers and

                getting the substance abuse care that they need.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  How is your -- how is

                the success rate going with this?

                           MR. SLACK:  As far as numbers, I'm not

                sure.  I think we are doing well.  I think that

                program is one of the best programs that the VA

                has developed and we need more as far as I'm

                concerned.  It's just one of those things that

                it's very successful.  All the programs that I

                have mentioned from the ground up, from going

                from the street to -- I think they are needed.  I

                think there needs to be more.  The numbers, the

                numbers are there, and I see again the trend of

                the younger folks coming back.

                           I'm starting to see that, where they

                are coming back with some type of posttraumatic

                stress or traumatic brain injury.  They are

                coming back and disassociating themselves from

                their families.  A lot of that at times leads

                into the homelessness where they begin doing

                drugs, the psych stuff takes over.  So you kind

                of see that trend.  They become estranged from

                the families, the families don't want anything,

                so they end up in that homeless mode.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It seems like a big part

                of what you're working on is the liaisons with

                community programs with other things going on in

                the area.

                           MR. SLACK:  The community involvement

                is the key.  We wouldn't be able to do any of

                this without the community, the community

                support, the community involvement.  That's part

                of one of the things we do.  Every year we have

                what's called CHALENG Forum, we call it here, and

                that's Community Homeless Assessment Local

                Education Networking Group.  It's a mouthful.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's one heck of an

                acronym.

                           MR. SLACK:  It's an acronym.  That's

                why we call it an acronym, CHALENG, because it's

                a lot to say.  How I use it here, I utilize it to

                bring in community agencies, resources to come

                into the VA and they get to see what we're doing

                and we get to see what they are doing.

                           My idea is to have them come in and

                talk to each other, not even just talk to me but

                talk to each other, so everybody has a resource.

                We have a network of things that we could use or

                possibly use in the future and it works.  I think

                it works.

                           I think that within our five counties

                that we have a great networking service.  We have

                agencies that just will do whatever it is to help

                us and we do the same.  So it's successful, I

                think.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's excellent.  Can

                you tell us a little bit about what a homeless

                veteran might do -- I mean I'm not sure how many

                homeless veterans are listening to this recording

                but --

                           MR. SLACK:  Right.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Maybe someone has seen

                someone that they think is in need of help or

                maybe someone is, as you said, afraid that they

                might become homeless.

                           MR. SLACK:  Well, there is a couple of

                things you can do.  First of all, if you know

                someone and if you're not sure even about the VA

                and stuff, you can go to any of the community

                agencies, our partners, and you can talk to them.

                They all know to call the VA, or you can call the

                VA itself, call myself which would be

                724-285-2439, or we also have a national call

                hotline number.  That number is 1-877-424-3838.

                That can be called 24/7.  There is always

                someone -- actually, that is out of Canandaigua,

                New York, but it's set up in a network where a

                person will call and they will identify the area

                that they are in and they will contact the

                closest VA to where that veteran is.  It's pretty

                successful.

                           I think we get several calls and when

                you see this action, you jump on it and you get

                it and you make contact.  Usually it's somebody

                who really needs, you know, some type of

                assistance.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I think when we have

                spoken before, we have talked about how the

                veterans themselves, the veterans who have been

                homeless, become their own network and encourage

                each other.

                           MR. SLACK:  Absolutely, absolutely.

                So when these veterans are out there living,

                again, either on the streets or in a rural area,

                at their encampments or whatever it may be, they

                do have their own network of people, whether it

                be other homeless or people about to be homeless,

                and that whole realm of area that they network

                with or talk with or associate with.

                           So if you are out there offering

                services and you are trying to work with the

                homeless veterans, this person usually will take

                that information and go back into the encampment

                or wherever it may be and pass on the

                information.  That happens quite a bit.

                           In one of our counties we have quite a

                few large encampments and they go out and take

                the information out.  Sometimes we go out there

                ourselves, but sometimes just because -- we don't

                want to intrude as much.  As much as we want to

                go out there and talk to them, they might not

                want us to be out there.  So we'll pass the

                information --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  There is a trust issue.

                           MR. SLACK:  Exactly.  Although we are

                able to do the trust and establish that, it's

                easier a lot of times if you tell one of the

                veterans who live out there or have lived out

                there to go out and just bring the information

                and they are able to relay it --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  They have the capability

                with those folks.

                           MR. SLACK:  Right, and they can relay

                it in their words and the way they look at it, so

                it works out.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Do you find for the

                people who have been through the system that you

                have created and maybe have made it out and have

                their own home at this point, do you hear back

                from them?  Are they able to give you feedback?

                           MR. SLACK:  Yeah, and again there is a

                number of veterans who have gone from the street

                through the whole continuum of homeless care,

                through the shelter, through the transitional

                care, through the HUD VASH and a lot of them are

                in permanent housing through HUD VASH at this

                point.  And they do, they always check in.

                           Whenever they come into the VA, they

                come by, they swing by, and they want to talk and

                hang out and just say -- and I think that makes

                them feel better, okay, I can still have somebody

                to go and see and to have that resource and to

                know that there is somebody there.  And that's

                good.  We never turn anybody away.  My office

                door is always open and it stays busy.

                           It's an endless door of opening and

                closing, and I don't mind because to me I think

                that support is necessary to keep some of these

                guys on that path from being homeless.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I think you can slip

                back a little bit, so it's not like a treadmill

                or something.

                           MR. SLACK:  I always use that little

                theory -- I borrowed this from someone else.

                We're all on that edge of slipping into that

                homeless thing, everybody, myself.  We're all on

                that deep dark whole or that rim, one or two

                paychecks gone, we're falling into that pit of

                homelessness or despair or whatever you want to

                call it.

                           So if we're like that -- I'll use

                myself.  As a professional, I can see that.  It

                would be easy.  So to somebody who is climbing up

                out of that pit and kind of on that edge, they

                are real fragile to being able to fall back into

                it.  So you have to tread lightly, but always be

                aware and keep them grounded.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Keep them together,

                right.  I imagine, particularly in the current

                economic climate, it's just that much easier, as

                you say, one or two paychecks --

                           MR. SLACK:  It is and that's what's

                happening.  I mentioned before that that's the

                trend I'm starting to see.  A lot of folks who

                are coming in homeless or are coming in and they

                are having their home foreclosed on for whatever

                reasons and they have lost their job or whatever

                the reason may be, they are coming in, they are

                being foreclosed on or their home has been taken

                already.

                           That whole mental issue of them

                thinking about that, falling from that rim into

                the pit of -- into that dark pit, that's a hard

                one to take and it takes a whole lot of focus and

                talk just to get them to realize, okay, it's not

                an endless pit, it's not a bottomless pit, there

                is a bottom to it and we can climb back out.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And these resources are

                available.

                           MR. SLACK:  That the resources are

                available and for everybody that comes in I make

                sure that they are aware of the resources.

                Sometimes we have a lot of resource, sometimes

                they are filled, but we always have something.

                           That's where the community comes in

                and that's just staying aware, staying connected

                to the community.  There are so many of these

                agencies that will just go above and beyond and

                take a veteran and put them in a motel for a few

                nights.

                           There are many agencies.  Catholic

                Charities is one of the agencies that will put a

                veteran up for several nights, American Legion

                Riders.  Bikers, they will take a homeless

                veteran and put them up in a motel for multiple

                nights.

                           They are the resources.  If you start

                thinking about it, it's like, wow, the people

                understand.  The people get it.  I think people

                get it, people that have never been there and

                they kind of look from the outside in and they

                can kind of see that it's a pretty serious issue.

                So they give their time, their money, whatever it

                is to assist, and I think it's a great thing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That's fantastic.  I

                think you said you have a number of events

                planned for this summer.

                           MR. SLACK:  I do, I do.  I know on

                June 2 we have a 2K walk here at the Butler VA.

                That's a 2K walk.  It is really kind of employee

                health related to get the employees out, moving,

                to walking, but it kind of turned into -- which I

                think is a great thing -- it turned into a

                homeless employee health initiative.

                           So what it's going to be able to do

                is -- we offer that out to the community to come

                in.  Actually, we're getting a pretty good

                response from the community to my surprise that

                they are going to take their lunchtime and come

                here and walk.

                           That's basically what it is.  It is a

                2K walk around the VA.  They will bring in some

                item to donate to the homeless, to the homeless

                program or to a homeless veteran, and they will

                get exercise by walking a 2K, which is a big lap

                around our VA.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's a very nice campus.

                           MR. SLACK:  And it's a good way to get

                some exercise in.  We have that event.

                           On July 16 there is -- I mentioned

                American Legion Riders.  That group is

                affiliated -- they come to the VA and it's a

                benefit run for homeless veterans.  They come

                here and last year I believe they had 350 riders

                at this event, so it turns into a pretty big

                event.  All the benefits will be able to go and

                they'll support the homeless programs, homeless

                veterans, with whatever money that they make on

                that.

                           So that turns out to be a good thing.

                That's a real good thing.  They go out for a

                hundred mile ride here from the VA.  They will

                stage it and it's a real nice event.  If you ride

                a motorcycle, come out and do it.

                           Let's see, August -- I'm sorry --

                yeah, August 2 we have our CHALENG meeting --

                that's the acronym -- Community Homeless

                Awareness Local Education Networking Group.  That

                program is August 2.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  What are the

                organizations included in that?

                           MR. SLACK:  Oh, goodness, there is

                five counties that attend this and beyond.  We

                get counties coming from -- we get folks coming

                from Altoona, from Pittsburgh.  It's pretty well

                known.  This thing has turned into a big old --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's almost like a whole

                conference.

                           MR. SLACK:  It is, it is because I get

                speakers.  I get guest speakers.  I usually have

                some type of other event.  Last year I had

                bagpipers which was like a phenomenal thing.  The

                sound through that auditorium was great.

                           You try to make it something where

                people remember it and, you know, I think about

                doing the bagpipes.  You put out the information.

                Let people know that you have resources and you

                want to share.  So everybody ends up sharing.

                           I go around with the microphone and

                hand it to people and let them speak and they

                are -- they don't want to stop.  Everybody wants

                the microphone and to share their resources.

                           That whole networking community

                resource, it's great, just unbelievable, Catholic

                Charities.  All the counties have a type of

                homeless local housing options team or some type

                of program addressing homelessness or housing.

                           All of these groups will come, just

                multiple from all over, and I'm just like how did

                you hear about this, but the word is out there

                and they come.  So it turns out to be a nice

                event.  But while I'm talking about that, that's

                a kickoff event for Homeless Awareness Month.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  August is Homeless

                Awareness Month.

                           MR. SLACK:  August is Homeless

                Awareness Month for the county.  We had gone as a

                local housing options team to the commissioners

                and had them designate Butler County as homeless

                awareness -- August as Homeless Awareness Month.

                           To me, it's more of a time to be able

                to educate the community and educate a lot of the

                other organizations that don't have a whole lot

                of information on homelessness.

                           We have different events.  I know we

                have a shanty town where folks get together.  We

                invite people to come.  I know it doesn't sound

                appealing, but it's a fun time.  They come out

                and live in cardboard boxes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Really experience what

                that's like.

                           MR. SLACK:  It's an experience.  It's

                not authentic, but it's still an experience and

                it's an education because that's what we try to

                put to it, a component of education.

                           We'll make a big pot of hobo stew and

                just make a night of it.  It just turns out to be

                a good educational time.

                           August 27, we have a 5K race event

                that's here at the VA, and that is usually very

                successful.  We get runners from -- I'm not a big

                runner.  I'll come and I'll walk/run it, but we

                have serious runners that come to this.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  But that's okay, too.

                There is nothing wrong with that.

                           MR. SLACK:  Yeah, it's a 5K walk/run.

                But it's one of these events that some people

                come serious.  Big runners have come to this

                thing.  To me, I think that's a great thing to be

                able to invite this thing and people just over

                the years, the word gets out.  So it turns into

                this big event.

                           Again, it's education, it's awareness.

                That takes place here at the VA.  Our grounds are

                growing and people get to see that growth, I

                think, our new domiciliary treatment program, our

                new nursing home being built.

                           It's phenomenal when you walk around

                here and see the growth of the Butler VA.  It's

                just amazing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  Is there

                more to August?  I feel like I'm cutting you off.

                           MR. SLACK:  No, that -- I'm sorry.

                There was --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  There was one more.

                           MR. SLACK:  Yes, yes.  I was just

                thinking up to August, but there is.  In

                September, September 10 to be exact, we are going

                to have -- it's a homeless stand down.  A stand

                down is -- a lot of people aren't familiar with

                that, but that's a military term that was coined

                in the Vietnam era.  That was used to get

                soldiers off the front line.  If they are out

                there in combat, having them stand down from the

                front line, go to the rear and rest.

                           So in the homeless realm, it is used

                to, okay, get off the front line of being

                homeless, go to this place and rest.  So what

                we're planning is to have a central location and

                I already know the location and that's going to

                be the Cascade Park in New Castle.

                           That location is going to be set up,

                it's going to have doctors, a nurse, barbers, all

                the resources from the VA are going to be there,

                plus community resources.

                           We are also going to tie that into --

                because it's September 10, we are going to tie

                that into a memorial service for September 11

                because it's the tenth anniversary.  It's an

                anniversary date.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right.

                           MR. SLACK:  So we just felt we needed

                to do some type of memorial for that.  I will

                just say I know we have support from our troops,

                our Reserves and National Guard up in New Castle.

                That's going to be their drill weekend working

                with this.  So they have already dedicated

                themselves to setting up tents and having

                vehicles and all of these things to make this a

                good day for homeless veterans, for people who

                just want to come by and be educated.  It's going

                to be a phenomenal thing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It sounds like a very

                big event, too.

                           MR. SLACK:  Oh, yeah.  It's growing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  If someone

                wants to find out more about -- we talked about a

                bunch of different things.  I don't know if there

                is more than one place to check all of that

                information.  Certainly, the VA Butler website

                will have a lot of that information.

                           MR. SLACK:  You can go onto the Butler

                website, but I know that www.va.gov/homeless,

                that will bring you to all of the homeless

                programs.  You get a brief description of all of

                the homeless programs.  It talks about a lot of

                the things I talked about, a lot of the things I

                didn't talk about, but there are so many

                different programs.

                           I kind of focused on the ones that we

                are actively using here at Butler VA, but there

                are so many more and so many more that we hope to

                have that we're working on.  There is tons of

                information.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So if you look on the

                Facebook page, which is Facebook.com/vabutlerpa,

                or you can just go to Facebook and just search

                for VA Butler and you'll be able to find it.

                There is a tab there with events and that will

                include all of these events that Dan is putting

                together, plus all of the other events that we

                have going on here at the VA.

                           MR. SLACK:  That's correct.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So, Dan, if there was

                one thought that someone listening to this took

                away from our discussion, what would you want

                people to carry away with them?

                           MR. SLACK:  Well, I think I would want

                people to know that there are resources and to

                know that there is somebody out there, that we're

                here and we care and they can call us or call an

                agency that will know us.

                           Like I said, we are very well known in

                the agency.  We have wide partners.  So I think

                that I want people to know that and to be

                educated.  It's hard to get all of your

                information out to everybody.

                           In fact, a guy who is living, you

                know, in the deep dark woods who only comes in on

                occasion, to come into a store to buy his loaf of

                bread or whatever it is, so if the store owners

                or the people in that community were able to

                recognize, then they can refer.  They can say,

                okay, I know somebody at the VA who works with

                the homeless if you need resources.

                           I think to me that's the biggest piece

                of this, educating not even just the agencies but

                just the citizen.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  The average person.

                           MR. SLACK:  The average person, right,

                to know what to look for and know who to contact

                or who to call or what to do if they know someone

                who is homeless.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right, because we are

                all in this together really.

                           MR. SLACK:  Like I said, we are all

                one or two paychecks away from being to that

                point on that pit or on that rim.  So if you know

                somebody who is even about to be homeless, it's

                real important that they know the resources.  So

                if you know a veteran who is just about to be

                homeless, we want to prevent that and there are

                things we can do.  I want folks to know that.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Great.  And they can

                reach you where?  Can you say your number again?

                           MR. SLACK:  724-285-2439.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.

                           MR. SLACK:  And ask for Dan Slack.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Dan Slack, it's easy to

                remember.  Well, thank you everyone for tuning

                in.  Thank you very much, Dan Slack, for speaking

                with us today about the programs that you are

                implementing here.

                           MR. SLACK:  Thanks for having me.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  You're very welcome.  Of

                course, I think we said we have more information

                on the website, www.butler.va.gov.  There is also

                information on our Facebook page.  We have a

                Twitter account, as well, Twitter.com/vabutlerpa.

                           Then you can call the VA right here.

                We have an 800 number, 800-362-8262, or if you're

                into dialing locally, it's 724-287-4781.

                           Our next call will be broadcast on

                June 2, Thursday, June 2, on the topic of Veteran

                Justice Outreach.  So we'll look forward to

                talking to you folks then.  Thanks very much.

                Have a great day.

                            (End of audio recording.)

