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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

                HUD-VASH program.

                           Veterans at risk for homelessness or

                attempting to exit homelessness need easy access

                programs and services if they are to succeed.

                The Health Care For Homeless Veterans program,

                which is HCHV, is a program that works to reduce

                homelessness among veterans by conducting

                outreach to those who are the most vulnerable and

                who are not currently receiving services and then

                engaging them in treatment and rehabilitative

                programs.

                           Today, we'll be talking about some of

                the homeless programs offered by the VA Butler

                Healthcare and how they are serving homeless

                veterans.

                           Here to talk with us about it is

                Melinda Hogue.

                           Hi, Melinda.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Hello.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Melinda is a licensed
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                clinical social worker and case manager for VA

                Butler Healthcare's HUD-VASH program.  She has 20

                years of community social work experience and she

                provides case management services to veterans in

                Butler, Beaver, Clarion, Lawrence and Mercer

                Counties.  You must spend most of your time in

                the car.

                           MS. HOGUE:  I do a lot of driving,

                yes.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Great.  Well, I'm

                excited to have you here.  Folks listening

                online, I have a couple of things to tell you.

                If you are listening live and you want to ask a

                question, we would love to hear it.  You have a

                few options.  If you have dialed in by phone, we

                are going to open up the lines maybe in about ten

                or fifteen minutes from now for questions and

                just go ahead and speak up when that happens and

                we will address the questions one by one.

                           If you are listening online through

                the TalkShoe website, you can type your question

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

                and respond.
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                           Okay, so let's get in -- maybe we'll

                need to start just with the very basics by

                talking about what HUD-VASH is.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Basically the HUD-VASH

                program is one component of the Health Care For

                Homeless Veterans services that we provide at VA

                Butler Healthcare.  It is a partnership between

                the Department of Housing and Urban Development

                and the VA on a national level where vouchers are

                issued to help house homeless veterans and their

                families.

                           VAs are awarded vouchers based on

                basically studies that are done to determine the

                need and the number of homeless that are in

                various communities.  This voucher program allows

                us to partner with the public housing office to

                help the veteran attain affordable housing and

                establish permanent housing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And what do the vouchers

                then cover?  What do they do?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Basically there are

                subsidies provided by the government to help

                veterans afford rent.  There is a portion of the
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                rent that is their responsibility based on their

                income and ability to pay.  The public housing

                office does a great job helping us to determine

                what is affordable for them and what their

                portion of rent would be and then the HUD program

                subsidizes the balance.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Who is eligible for

                these vouchers?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Basically veterans must

                first be eligible for VA health care services.

                So that's a starting point.  If a veteran comes

                to us that has not previously been involved in VA

                health care, we first want to establish that they

                are eligible for VA health care and we have some

                wonderful folks at our VA who help determine

                eligibility.

                           Beyond that the person also has to

                meet guidelines -- established guidelines that

                define homelessness and I can kind of review that

                a little bit.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Yeah, why don't you go

                through that.  We think of it as just sort of a

                general thing, but it has got to be very
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                specific.

                           MS. HOGUE:  There are some specific

                guidelines.  There is actually -- the McKinney

                Act helped to define that for us.  It's basically

                a homeless individual is somebody who lacks a

                fixed or adequate nighttime residence, an

                individual who has a primary nighttime residence

                that is maybe supervised or operated like a

                shelter setting, somebody who may be living

                temporarily in an institution or perhaps living

                in a public or private place that's not really

                designated for habitation such as the things that

                we see in the media all the time, folks living

                under bridges, people living in their cars, that

                sort of thing.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  It must be a big

                jump though for someone who is homeless to then

                jump to being able to pay rent and so that's the

                goal of the voucher?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely, and the other

                very huge component of the program is it is a

                case management program, as well.  So we combine

                not only trying to help people secure housing but
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                have the support to get on their feet.

                           Many of these folks that we are

                working with may have a history of mental or

                physical health problems, substance abuse

                histories.  They may have been homeless for a

                long time, never had the experience of managing a

                household, managing household bills, that sort of

                thing, and there are others that are homeless for

                the very first time that are facing a lot of

                compounding stressors.  So the case management

                piece is a very important part of that.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's like a whole system

                that you're trying to address then and each case

                has got to be different.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes, and that is something

                that we as the clinicians that are involved in

                the program do develop an individualized

                treatment plan with each veteran focusing on what

                their particular needs are, making sure that they

                are getting connected to the VA services and

                community resources for the needs that they have.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Right.

                           MS. HOGUE:  There are a lot of
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                partnerships and networking involved.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And the partnerships are

                between programs within the VA and also with the

                community?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely.  As you had

                mentioned earlier, I travel to a number of

                counties.  We have the ability to move the

                vouchers around within some reason and I can talk

                a little bit more about that portability aspect,

                too, but as we do work with veterans in various

                counties we need to be aware of what the

                resources are specific to those areas that might

                meet that veteran's needs.

                           If we service somebody in Clarion,

                they may not have necessarily all of the

                resources of a more urban area that they may have

                maybe even here in the Butler area.  We are more

                resource rich here.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Yeah, we are pretty

                lucky.  Now, we spoke mostly about people who are

                already homeless.  What about people who are at

                risk of becoming homeless?

                           MS. HOGUE:  The program is designed to
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                help folks who are currently homeless or at

                imminent risk for homelessness.  We certainly see

                many folks who are facing the potential risk of

                homelessness that maybe don't have an eviction

                notice in hand.

                           They may not be an ideal candidate for

                the HUD-VASH voucher just based on the guidelines

                we are given, but as a team we help to evaluate

                what other resources might be appropriate to help

                that person maintain the housing that they are at

                risk of losing.  We are seeing a lot of that,

                folks that are getting behind on rent or

                mortgages and there are programs and resources

                that we try to link them with in the community.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Well, it's good to know

                that even though this particular program won't

                cover it, you've got the connections to try and

                help them find the right thing.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes.  We, again, work as a

                team.  We have various case managers within our

                homeless services team that help address folks

                along that spectrum.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Is the situation sort of
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                changing and growing with the current economic

                climate?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes, certainly it appears

                that the needs far outweigh the number of

                vouchers we have available.  The VA has kind of

                worked hard to try to provide additional

                vouchers.  We've just learned that additional

                vouchers are being put into the system.  Which

                VAs will end up being awarded those vouchers we

                are still waiting to hear.

                           We are seeing a lot of people really

                struggling, people who are losing jobs or having

                their hours cut, folks that maybe have never even

                considered homelessness was part of their realty

                are now facing that.  We are seeing a lot more

                young families with dependent children who are

                struggling, and I have noticed a great increase

                in the number of female veteran referrals we have

                received.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So how do people react

                to that?  What -- let me put it another way.  How

                do they apply if they are in the situation?  What

                should they do to get started?
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                           MS. HOGUE:  People can be referred

                through a variety of ways.  We have many folks

                that walk in and just say I need help and they

                get directed to one of our Health Care for

                Homeless Veterans team members.

                           We do have a national homeless

                veterans call center.  The number -- I can give

                it right now and I can repeat it again later --

                is 1-877-424-3838, and that is a 24/7 call center

                that does connect homeless veterans and concerned

                others to clinicians that help get them connected

                to the local VA in their area.

                           We also get referrals from community

                services.  As we have done a lot of networking in

                our communities, we get referrals from the

                veteran services representatives in the counties,

                from the welfare office, the housing offices,

                churches.  The word is out there, so a lot of

                referrals are coming our way.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, great.  Maybe this

                is a good time to open up the lines.  Let's see

                if you have a question.  I'm unmuting and go

                ahead and does anyone have a question?  Please
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                pipe up.

                              (No audible response.)

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Nope, nobody right now.

                That's cool.  That's all right.  We have plenty

                more to cover.  All right, let's ask a little bit

                then -- I had a question here on my sheet and

                this one maybe you can help me understand maybe

                what it is I'm asking.  It says will a homeless

                veteran be denied assistance to obtain an HCV

                rental unit if they have a criminal history.  So

                just any kind of a unit, even though it has that

                terminology here.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Sure.  Many of the

                veterans who find their way to a HUD-VASH

                referral have a history of legal problems that

                may have been a barrier to them obtaining public

                housing through traditional means.

                           The public houses offices do have

                criteria that they uphold through this

                partnership between HUD and the VA.  They have

                turned much more of the eligibility determination

                over to the VA and they have allowed us to be a

                little more lenient, I guess I would say, with
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                some of those guidelines.

                           Generally speaking unless a veteran

                has a history of being a registered sex offender,

                their criminal background would not prohibit them

                from being issued a HUD-VASH voucher.

                           This challenge though does still exist

                that particular landlords may have their own

                screening processes and those are some of the

                challenges we do have to face as case managers

                working with our veterans that are looking for

                housing once they have a voucher, but that

                criminal background would not prohibit them.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  That's

                interesting and it seems like that would be an

                important situation to be able to control

                because, like you said, that may be part of why

                they are homeless and if they are homeless they

                are at more risk of them facing or finding

                themselves in a situation where they undertake

                some criminal activity.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely, and part of

                our homeless team includes our Veterans Justice

                Outreach Program and one of our social workers,
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                Brad Shaffer, addresses very directly working

                with veterans who are incarcerated, folks that

                are coming out of incarceration and oftentimes

                he's involved in referring and working with them

                as a part of a housing plan.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  Now, I suppose

                the other angle besides criminality might be

                mental illness.  How does that fit into the

                program?  Is that -- I hate to say it's a

                requirement, but how does that work?

                           MS. HOGUE:  The case management piece

                is a requirement of the program, but it's not a

                requirement that the veteran have a mental health

                problem or substance abuse problem to be eligible

                for HUD-VASH.

                           We find that many of the veterans who

                are in our program do have those histories.  The

                primary focus we have is that if folks do have

                those specific needs that we are helping them

                engage in treatment, link into the services that

                the VA and the community can provide especially

                if those mental health, substance abuse or even

                physical health issues have maybe contributed to
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                or helped exacerbate the problem they have had

                with housing in the past.  That's part of that

                individualized treatment plan we really try to

                focus on.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It seems very

                comprehensive.  At this point, do you have some

                success stories that you can share?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes.  I am fairly new to

                the team so I am part of the newest set of

                vouchers that Butler was awarded for Lawrence

                County in the past year.  So many of the veterans

                that I have worked with directly are still in

                their early stages of being HUD-VASH veterans,

                but we have had vouchers here in Butler County

                since 2008, and we have had the privilege of

                seeing some of our veterans who have demonstrated

                great success.  They have established stable

                housing, obtained employment, stable income.  We

                have had several veterans graduate from the

                program just over the summer.

                           Our public housing office here in

                Butler County has helped us to determine some

                criteria to help, you know, determine who is
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                ready for graduation and those veterans have been

                celebrated and they have been very eager to see

                those vouchers then in turn be available for use

                of other veterans as they move on and they have

                obtained that self sufficiency that they are not

                needing those vouchers any longer.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  That must be very

                energizing then for the whole team.

                           MS. HOGUE:  It is, it is, and it's

                very exciting for those veterans to see.  It's

                well known amongst their peers so it serves as a

                great motivator to other veterans that they know

                that are in similar situations.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  What kind of ways are

                there, in addition to calls like this, where we

                are raising awareness about it?  How do you get

                the word out to the community that this is

                available?

                           MS. HOGUE:  There are a lot of things

                that we are trying to focus on as far as

                outreach.  Dan Slack, our coordinator for the

                Health Care For Homeless Veterans team, that is

                one of his primary roles which involves not only
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                public speaking but agency visits, visiting

                locations where we know other homeless

                individuals may be serviced such as the shelters

                in various communities, the agencies that service

                like Catholic charities and some of our other

                community partners.

                           Again, we have the national call

                center that we try to promote.  There is

                information about that on our website.  We put it

                out there in all of our community based

                outpatient clinics.  We also are trying to

                formalize some of that outreach into some

                organized event.

                           We are going to be holding Butler VA's

                first stand down.  It's an event that is well

                known across the VA, but this is Butler's first

                occasion.  We have partnered with a number of

                community agencies and individuals in Lawrence

                County.  It is going to be held on September 10

                in New Castle at Cascade Park.

                           It is an opportunity for us to reach

                out to homeless veterans from that community but

                also to raise community awareness.
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                           We are coupling that event with a

                salute to the memory of those that were lost

                in 9/11.  It is the ten year anniversary that

                weekend.  So we anticipate some community

                participation and it will be a great opportunity

                for us to help educate folks from the Lawrence

                County area about homelessness and many of them

                that have been part of the planning were not even

                aware that there were homeless individuals in

                their community.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Particularly with a

                place like this area, I think we have spoken

                about in past programs when we spoke with Dan and

                others, it's unseen in Butler to the extent that

                you might -- in Pittsburgh you might be used to

                seeing someone sitting on a sidewalk, but in

                Butler they are there and yet they are hidden.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes, and I think that many

                of the examples I can think of, cases that I have

                been working with, are individuals that have been

                literally staying place to place, couch hopping

                so to speak.  They are not visible and they may

                be going to work and attending appointments the
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                best that they can and not necessarily being

                recognized as somebody who is really struggling

                night to night.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  You almost admire their

                fortitude, but you want to make sure they don't

                have to put out that kind of effort.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely.  The folks

                that I have worked with I consider very

                courageous and resilient, but I agree.  I would

                love to see us be able to help them channel that

                resiliency and resourcefulness into being able to

                build successful lives and obtain jobs or

                whatever the goals are that they have for

                themselves.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And really stay

                connected and part of the community.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes, absolutely.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I imagine a lot of them

                feel very much outsiders and feel they have some

                secret that they have to keep.

                           MS. HOGUE:  That definitely can be the

                case.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Going back to the stand
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                down which sounds like a really interesting

                event, it's really interesting, what are some of

                the things that are going to happen during it?

                What can people expect if they want to

                participate or attend?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Well, the event itself

                kicks off at 8:30 in the morning.  We are going

                to have meals provided for the homeless

                individuals who come to the event.

                           It is certainly being promoted as a

                veteran stand down event, but it is open to all

                homeless individuals.  Nobody would be turned

                away.

                           We have some very hard work that has

                gone on through our organizers to obtain various

                resources so that there will be items available

                to homeless individuals, things that might be of

                help to them if they are in need, cold weather

                gear and things like that, as well as the meals

                that will be served.

                           We have VA providers that will be

                there on site that will be available to help

                determine if somebody walks in and says, hey, I'm
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                a veteran but I've never registered with the VA,

                we will have eligibility people there.

                           We are going to have medical providers

                there that can provide general assessments and

                make sure that people get directed to the

                appropriate health care if they need it.  Mental

                health providers will be there, as well.  Then

                again we have just an overwhelming number of

                community partners that are going to be present,

                as well, sharing information about their agencies

                and resources that are right there in the New

                Castle area.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  It's going to be a full

                day.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes, it's very exciting.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  We hopefully will see

                from that a better awareness because it sounds

                like the count of the people in the region really

                affects the number of vouchers that are available

                here.

                           MS. HOGUE:  It absolutely does, yes.

                Actually, earlier this year there was what is

                called a point in time count, and Dan may have
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                addressed this previously.  I'm not sure.

                           Basically it is an effort, a

                coordinated effort, amongst agencies that service

                homeless individuals to try to literally count

                the number of homeless individuals at a certain

                point in time.  That data is definitely utilized

                to help determine how resources are allocated.

                           So the VAs who are awarded additional

                funding and vouchers is reflected in the numbers

                that are provided through that.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  As this program

                has been going on -- you said you haven't been

                here that long, but what is your take on it so

                far and how do you see it going in the next

                couple of years?

                           MS. HOGUE:  I think it's been a great

                experience so far, a great learning curve.  I

                have a lot of experience as a social worker, but

                I have never worked specifically with the

                homeless population and we have seen certainly as

                vouchers have become available to us, they are

                used as quick as we have them.

                           So we certainly hope to see additional

                                                                   23

                vouchers.  There is a need.  We maintain a pool

                of interest.  We don't keep a chronological

                waiting list of referrals because we do have to

                prioritize the vouchers being awarded to those

                with the greatest need and we have, you know, a

                formal process by which we review those

                applicants but we have many ways --

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Can you talk a little

                bit about that?  Can you give an example of what

                would be a very great need?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Sure.  We are looking at

                primarily folks with chronic homelessness,

                currently homeless, or as I indicated earlier,

                they could be at risk of imminent eviction, you

                know, within a week being told they have to be

                out of a place, veterans from our current

                conflict that are OEF/OIF, Operation New Dawn

                veterans.

                           Veterans with dependent children under

                the age of 18 are a big priority, as well, and

                certainly people with serious mental illness and

                substance abuse or physical health concerns.

                Those are some of the criteria that we look at
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                very carefully and we review every application

                that comes through.  We have a committee of

                clinicians that review those applications and

                help prioritize them.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  So if someone is not

                sure where they fall, I don't think they should

                feel discouraged.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely not.  We

                encourage folks to contact us if they have any

                questions, if they just aren't even sure would

                HUD-VASH be something for me.  If they are not

                even sure if they are eligible for VA health

                care, wherever they are when they come knocking

                or calling as we try to walk them through the

                process, and it might be even starting with let's

                get you enrolled and let's see what you are

                eligible for, or if there is somebody that may be

                already engaged in the VA system, we take a look

                at what their needs are at this time.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  If you were -- excuse

                me -- if you were to think about what messages,

                what key messages, people should take away from

                thinking about this, what's the most important
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                thing for people to know about the HUD-VASH

                program at this time?

                           MS. HOGUE:  About the HUD-VASH

                program, not to hesitate to inquire if they have

                a need to contact us even though many times we

                are dealing with a large number of applications

                waiting for vouchers to be available, there may

                be other resources that we can help tap into to

                help individuals where they are at at this

                moment.  We would never turn anybody away from

                the support and services.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And there are so many

                community partners, too, it sounds like.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely, yes.  Again,

                based on the community and what resources are

                available in each one, we partner actively with

                the shelters and social service agencies to

                provide temporary shelter, transitional housing,

                emergency financial assistance.  We try to,

                again, individualize the plan based on the needs

                presented.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  So let's go

                over it again, the stand down date is --
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                           MS. HOGUE:  It's September 10.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And the location?

                           MS. HOGUE:  At Cascade Park in New

                Castle, Pennsylvania.  It starts at 8:30 in the

                morning and the 9-11 memorial service is going to

                be held at 2:00.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                           MS. HOGUE:  But throughout that day we

                will have services and activities going on so

                people are welcome to come at any time between

                8:30 and I imagine the 2:00 program will probably

                conclude around 3:00.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  And all of those

                services that are going to be there sound real

                interesting.  Then on an ongoing basis, though,

                people can call the hotline?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Yes, that is a resource

                available to them 24/7.  That number again is

                1-877-424-3838.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  Okay.

                That's a lot of information for this time.  For

                your experience, I just want to say it seems like

                in addition to just telling people to come on in,
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                I think it's important for people to realize it's

                not a shameful thing to be able to ask for help,

                right?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely, absolutely.

                It's an honor to serve our veterans and we want

                any one of those individuals who have served us

                to feel free to come in.  We want to be a support

                to them.  There is no need to feel ashamed or

                concerned.  I think they will be treated with

                dignity and respect and we are very glad to be

                there to serve them.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  And confidentiality and

                all those things apply?

                           MS. HOGUE:  Absolutely.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Fantastic.  Well, thank

                you so much for coming in and chatting with us.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Thank you.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  I think we've got

                another great conversation coming up next month.

                Did you have any final thoughts before we wrap

                up?

                           MS. HOGUE:  I guess just one

                additional resource I can identify, our VA Butler
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                Healthcare's HUD-VASH coordinator is Floyd Gray.

                He is my colleague and that is another phone

                number that can be contacted for general

                information or referrals to the program.  His

                number is 1-800-362-8262 and his extension is

                2512.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, and that's to talk

                to Floyd.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Floyd Gray.  If you don't

                reach Floyd, it will be me.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  Thank you so

                much.  Thanks everyone for tuning in, as well.

                We've had a good conversation here.  It's

                exciting to look ahead to just later on in ten

                days from now to the event that is coming up.  I

                hope it will be very successful.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Thank you.

                           MS. CLOSKEY:  You can find more

                information also about all of the VA services

                online.  The Butler VA website is

                www.butler.va.gov.

                           Of course, we have our Facebook page

                which is very active and always full of useful
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                and interesting information.  That is

                Facebook.com/vabutlerpa.

                           And our Twitter account, too, if you

                like your information in 140 characters or fewer

                is Twitter.com/vabutlerpa.

                           All right, so we've got another great

                Brown Bag Lunch Chat scheduled for one month from

                now.  It will be October 6, again at noon,

                Thursday, October 6.  At that time, we'll be

                talking about the VA's TeleHealth Program with

                our guest Linda Warner.

                           Thanks very much for joining us.

                We'll see you in a few weeks.  Thanks a lot.

                           MS. HOGUE:  Thank you.

                            (End of audio recording.)

