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VA spotlights special VA spotlights special 
benefits for elderly wartime benefits for elderly wartime 
VeteranVeteran  populationpopulation
As a follow up to National 

Financial Awareness Day, 
Aug. 14, the Department of 
Veterans Affairs is launching an 
awareness campaign to inform 
elderly wartime Veterans and 
their families of their lesser-
known pension, funeral, burial 
and survivor benefits.
“VA’s pension benefit helps 
Veterans and their families 
cope with financial challenges 
by providing supplemental 
income,” said Acting Under 
Secretary for Benefits Thomas 
Murphy. “Currently, only 
189,800 wartime Veterans and 
139,800 surviving spouses 
are using their needs-based 
pension benefits that are meant 
to ease the burden on them, their 
families and caregivers. We 
need to ensure all of our wartime 
Veterans and their survivors are 
aware of their benefits.”
The following benefits are 
available through VA’s Pension 
and Fiduciary Servicefor use in 
planning and preparing for the 
future.
VA pension is payable to wartime 
Veterans who are permanently 
and totally disabled due to non-
service connected disability, 
or who are age 65 years old or 
older, and who meet certain 

income and net worth limits.
Special monthly pension is an 
additional benefit for Veterans 
in receipt of pension who are 
housebound, require the aid and 
attendance of another person to 
help them with daily activities 
(such as eating, bathing and 
dressing), have very limited 

eyesight or require nursing 
home care.
For surviving spouses, there 
are two types of benefits P&F 
Service offers. Survivors Pension 
provides monthly payments to 
qualified surviving spouses and 

unmarried dependent children 
of wartime Veterans who meet 
certain income and net worth 
limits. Special monthly pension 
is also available to surviving 
spouses who are housebound or 
require the aid and attendance 
of another person.
Dependency and Indemnity 

Compensation is available to 
dependents and parents and 
generally is not based on income 
and assets (except the income 
limits apply to parents). DIC 
is a monthly monetary benefit 
paid to a surviving spouse, child 

or parent of a Veteran who died 
from a service-related injury or 
illness, or when an active-duty 
service member dies in the line 
of duty. Special monthly DIC 
is also available to surviving 
spouses who are housebound or 
require the aid and attendance of 
another person.
A surviving spouse of a Veteran 
who served on a Blue Water 
Navy vessel offshore of the 
Republic of Vietnam, or on 
another U.S. Navy or Coast 
Guard ship operating in the 
coastal waterways of Vietnam 
between Jan. 9, 1962 and May 
7, 1975, may be eligible for DIC 
benefits — even if they were 
previously denied.
VA’s funeral and burial benefits 
are available for both service-
related and non-service-related 
deaths. New regulations allow 
a flat-rate burial and plot or 
interment allowance with 
decreased paperwork and 
maximum payment permitted 
by law.
For those interested in burial 
benefits such as a Presidential 
Memorial Certificate, burial 
flag, headstone or marker, the 

(Continued on Page 2 
See Administration)
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Still Serving America
Do you have an ongoing program or 
activity that serves your community? 
Do you have a friend or relative that 
goes above and beyond the call of duty 
to help others?
Drop us a line and tell us what your 
story is or how you or this person is 
demonstrating that they are Still Serving 
America, but must be received  by the 
10th of the month, the month prior.
In submitting your information, please 
be sure to include your full name, 
address and telephone number.  There’s 
a good chance the information you send 
us will make it into The Observer.  Please 
send to: Still Serving America, The 
American Legion, 7465 East 1st Ave. Ste 
D Denver, CO 80230.
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National Cemetery Administration has  information about pre-
need eligibility.
Many vulnerable senior wartime Veterans are targeted with 
misinformation. In many cases, this is because they are not fully 
aware of their benefits, which increases the chances of them being 
taken advantage of and/or defrauded.

VA encourages elderly wartime Veterans and their family members 
to consult a VA-accredited representative if they want or need 
help filing a claim. They are reminded to beware of individuals or 
companies that promise benefits or ask for money upfront, as only 
VA can make final determinations on eligibility.
Factsheets are available to assist Veterans with limited resources. 
Pension eligibility information has details on how Veterans and 
their families can get help filing their claim for free.



The month September marks the 20-year anniversary of the 
9/11 attacks. It’s a time in history that The American Legion 

will never forget.

For nearly two decades, American Legion posts across the nation 
have conducted ceremonies on 9/11 
to ensure that their communities 
don’t forget the lives lost that day or 
those lost while fighting the global 
war on terrorism prompted by the 
attack. 

 To commemorate the 20th 
anniversary of 9/11, The American 
Legion will conduct a special 
podcast series – 20 stories, 20 
episodes, 20 years. That started Aug. 
16 and will conclud Sept. 10, The 
American Legion’s Tango Alpha 
Lima podcast will release one of the 
20 episodes each weekday. 

Special guests include:
• A Legionnaire and ferry boat captain who helped people flee 
New York City.
• A then-18-year-old college student who – motivated by the 
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A Message From National Commander Oxford

The American Legion will never forget 
By: James W. "Bill" Oxford, National Commander

National Commander 
James W. "Bill" Oxford

  September 2021

attacks – became an Army Ranger, surprising nearly everyone 
who knew him.
• A retired Marine lieutenant colonel who spent the day with 
the president and vice president as they discussed America’s 
response.
• Jessica Lynch, the first female POW to be rescued.
• An air traffic controller for Flight 93 who has not returned to 
work since 9/11.

Visit www.legion.org/tangoalphalima to download each episode in 
audio format or watch on YouTube.

 The nearing of the 20th anniversary of 9/11 also means the 
drawdown of the men and women who are currently deployed for 
the global war on terrorism.

As our men and women come home, I ask all Legionnaires to 
welcome them home. You can do this by hosting a welcome home 
dinner, adding them to your Buddy Check calls, assisting them 
with veterans benefits and programs of The American Legion that 
will support them and their families.  

 We want to hear from you on how your post is planning to welcome 
home our post-9/11 veterans. Please share your story on www.
legiontown.org under the category “Support for Post-9/11 Vets.”

VA announces new options to help Veterans avoid foreclosure

The Department of Veterans Affairs is offering a new COVID-19 
Refund Modification option to assist Veterans who require a 

significant reduction in their monthly mortgage payments because 
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

In some cases, Veterans can receive a 20% payment reduction — 
in others, the reduction can be even larger.

This new option is part of the of Biden-Harris administration’s 
expanded, government-wide effort to help homeowners retain 
their homes as they weather the economic challenges resulting 
from the ongoing pandemic.

Under the COVID-19 Refund Modification, VA can purchase a 
Veteran’s past due payments and amounts of unpaid principal, 
depending on how much assistance is necessary, subject to certain 
limits. Loan servicers also modify the loan. These efforts help 
ensure that the Veteran can afford future mortgage payments.

“The COVID-19 Refund Modification provides Veterans a lasting 

and affordable solution to keeping their homes and avoiding 
foreclosure,” said VA Secretary Denis McDonough. “As our country 
recovers and rebuilds from the economic devastation brought on 
by the pandemic, VA and the Biden-Harris administration continue 
to make every effort to help Veterans keep a roof over their head as 
they get back on their feet.”

Like with VA’s COVID-19 partial claim option, the Veteran’s 
deferred indebtedness from a COVID-19 Refund Modification 
will be established as a junior lien. The junior lien will not accrue 
interest; will not require monthly payments; and will only become 
due when the property is sold, the guaranteed loan is paid off, or 
the guaranteed loan is refinanced.

Veterans can get a COVID-related forbearance through Sept. 30, 
2021.

To learn more about this new option visit VA’s Home Loan Program 
or call 877-827-3702.
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Department Commander Kossow Call 

Department Senior Vice Commander Dean Casey and I are 
challenging all Posts to get their membership to 100% by 

Veterans Day, 11 November. Since honoring our veterans falls 
right in line with the Legion mission, we’d like to be done with 

renewals by then, so we can spend 
the remainder of the year honoring 
and assisting our veterans through our 
programs. We are working through the 
details of the actual award for those 
that make it, but it will be something 
you can be proud of.

Veterans Day is a federal holiday 
observed every year on 11 November 
to honor those of us who have served 
in the US military. This military 
holiday was originally named 
Armistice Day for the ending of major 
hostilities in World War I at the 11th 
hour of the 11th day of the 11th month 
in 1918. Armistice Day was changed 
to Veterans Day in 1954 to honor all 

veterans. It is important to respectfully inform the uninformed that 
this date is the proper holiday to thank a veteran for their service 
rather than Memorial Day where we honor those veterans that 
have paid the ultimate sacrifice.

Many are probably thinking this is too difficult. While I admit it 
will be difficult, I know it can be done with your hard work. The 
key to success here (and always) will be getting the information 
out to your members of your renewal goal. Newsletters, emails, 
phone calls, social media, and even knocking on doors may be 
required. 

There are two big reasons why the member should get renewals 
done early every year. Let them know:

Veterans Day Challenge
By: Chip Kossow , Department Commander 

Chip Kossow
Department 
Commander

1. The Legion spends a substantial amount of money send-
ing out renewal notices. Once a member renews, they are 
removed from the renewal mailing list, thus saving the 
Legion, fellow Legionnaires and yourself money.

2. Additionally, the Legion expends a substantial amount 
of time and effort tracking the numbers of un-renewed, 
sending the lists of them to Districts and Posts with the 
stated task of working those lists to get members to re-
new. Time that can be better spent on programs serving 
our veterans, their families, and our communities.

By now the Posts has its membership 
quotas. The District Commander has 
worked this number out with your 
Post to be attainable. Getting to your 
quota of 100% shouldn’t be the end of 
membership though. We need to think 
about growing our organization. We 
can’t sustain ourselves with the members 
we have now. We have to think about 
attrition and replacing those members we 
lose every year. I contend working our 
programs will let our communities see or 
hear about what we do and entice them to 
want to be part of our goodness. Always 
be prepared to talk about who we are and what we stand for. And 
have that membership form handy along with a business card 
to your social media, website, Post address, and phone number. 
The Legion sells itself. We just need to close the deal. Work the 
programs and grow your Post.

Step up to the Veterans Day Challenge.

God Bless our veterans, their families, and the United States of 
America!
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A Message From Department Sr. Vice Commander Casey

Training
By: Dean Casey, Department Sr. Vice Commander

July and August went by fast. July 26th through the 29th was 
the National Membership Workshop. In the past when I was 

in Indianapolis for Service Officer Training, the Department 
Commander, Sr Vice-Commander, Adjutant Pat Smith, and Deputy 

Adjutant Tom Bock were there for the 
Membership Workshop. I thought it 
was all about membership. The July 
2021 Membership Workshop covered 
topics such as Veterans Affairs & 
Rehabilitation, Americanism District 
Commander’s Responsibilities, 
District/Post Revitalization, and more. 

The training can be accessed at mylegion.
org/Training/Membership. This is 
not just targeted to your Membership 
Chairman and Sr Vice but all Post and 
District Leaders. I suggest that the 
training be viewed by all. There are other 
training programs at this site as well.

Dean Casey
Sr. Vice Commander

By the time this is published, Department has held our first 
membership drive in Pueblo. I am in planning strategies with Lou 
Brackett in Grand Junction to be held on the on Oct 16th. We need 
all Posts in District 13 to be represented at the event. On July 30th 
the Department of Colorado received our membership goal for 
2021-2022. We are tasked with 19,312 members. Our Membership 
targets for the rest of 2021 are September 9 at 50%, October 14, 
at 55%, November 10 at 65% and December 8 at 75%. Let’s 
workvery hard to meet these target goal dates.

Have a great Department of Colorado Month.

A problem well stated is a problem half solved.
Charles F. Kettering

I promise to keep my inclusion brief this 
month as our Post has just wrapped 

up our 13th annual, 35 team, charity 
golf tournament and as we get ready to 
take our youngest to start his (out-of-
state) college adventure.  And speaking 
of School, by the time of this publishing 
everyone should be back in or getting 
ready to be back in the classrooms.  
You know, it is never too early to reach 
out to district superintendents, school 
principals, counselors, and teachers to 
make an introduction and share some 
of the programs and opportunities for 
children & youth available through 

A Message From Department Jr. Vice Commander Hasert

School’s Back 
By: Shane Hasert, Department Jr. Vice Commander

the American Legion; like Oratorical, Boys/Girls State, Baseball, 
Scholarships, Scouting and Shooting…as the programs are 
available, of course.  

One year, in our area, I went and bought enough copies of the ‘Flag 
Education DVD’ (available from Emblem Sales) for every school.  
I sent out more than a few letters to meet or chat with the principles 
and library staff to get them their copy.  I also had to go back and 
get some of the comic books as this eventually turned into a couple 
of flag folding, raising and disposal instructional presentations at 
the elementary and middle school levels.

It is never too early to start building the foundations and socializing 
the Programs, to helping make it another successful year. Shane Hasert

Department Jr. Vice 
Commander



  Page 6                                                       The American Legion Internet Observer                                                September 2021

The Old GuardThe Old Guard
By: Annette Johnson, Department Jr. Vice Commander By: Annette Johnson, Department Jr. Vice Commander 

As we witness many aspects of our history being removed from 
our culture there is one historical site that will withstand the 

test of time, with that said, we must ensure the educational aspects 
of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier 
(TUS) is not lost. As I learn more about 
the history behind this magnificent site, 
I question why our children are not be-
ing taught this history in school. 

Did you know? Since 1958 there have 
been over 680 Tomb Guards awarded 
the third-highest badge of the U.S. 
Military? Do you know the first two? I 
didn’t either, so here they are #1 the As-
tronaut Badge and #2 Military Horse-
men ID Badge, more on those later. Did 
you know the TUS is the only military 
badge that can be revoked for bringing 
disrespect to the Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier? 

Last month, I discussed the WWI veteran who went to pay his re-
spects and found civilians sitting on the Tomb enjoying their lunch. 
Thanks to this veteran and his conversation with a representative 
at the White House, a white picket fence was placed around the 
Tomb. As a means to stop the public from climbing on, sitting on, 
and disrespecting the sacred Tomb (First Guard at the Tomb of the 
Unknown Soldier - Taps Bugler: Jari Villanueva, March 25, 2021), 
on November 17, 1925, a civilian watchman was assigned to stand 
guard at the Tomb, although, he was only assigned during daylight 
hours. Unfortunately, there is not a full accounting of the civilians 
guarding the Tomb before the US Army took over in 1926.

Did you know, when the concept of guarding the Tomb was de-
signed, there was a deliberate decision for no person to wear rank? 
The purpose is to ensure no Guardsman ever outranks the soldier 
interred at the Tomb.

 On March 25, 1926, the 3rd Cavalry Regiment, a.k.a. the Brave 
Rifles, and the 12th United States Infantry Regiment replaced the 
civilian watchman and began guarding the Tomb of the Unknown. 
In 1937, round-the-clock guarding was initiated and in April 
1946, the third infantry Regiment known as The Old Guard was 
designated as the official unit to guard the Tomb of the Unknown 
Soldier.

A Message From Department Jr. Vice Commander Johnson

Annette Johnson
Department Jr. 

Vice Commander

The Old Guard is considered an infantry division where previ-
ously women were not permitted to become a member of this elite 
group; however, all that changed in 1994 when the 289th Military 
Police Company, a combat support unit, became attached to The 
Old Guard allowing women to apply as Guardsmen. Since then 
food service, medics, and transportation support units have been 
assigned to The Old Guard, thus creating more opportunities for 
females to join this elite group. 

In 1995, Sgt. Heather Johnson volunteered for duty, and after com-
pleting her training in 1996, she became the first female to earn the 
privilege of wearing the Tomb Identification Badge. Sgt. Johnson 
paved the way for an additional 4 females to become Sententials: 
Sgt. Danyell Wilson earned her badge in 1997, SSG Tonya Bell, 
1998; Sgt. Ruth Hanks 2015 and SFC Chelsea Porterfield received 
her Tomb Honor Guard ID Badge in 2021. Females must meet the 
exact same requirements as their male counterparts, there is only 
one exception, females must have a minimum height of 5’8”, 

Veterans Honor Flight attendees got to witness the 
changing of the guard. Female NCO shift command-
er is shown inspecting the equipment of a Tomb of 
the Unknown Soldier prior to taking his post. Photo 
found on www.bing.com under Tomb of the unknown female guard.
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90th anniversary in recognition, the Senate and House of 
Representatives passed a resolution designating September 

16th as “American Legion Day,” which was co-sponsored by 
Sens. Susan Collins (R-Maine), 
Blanche Lincoln (D-Ark.) and Saxby 
Chambliss (R-Ga.).

On September 16, 1919, The 
American Legion was granted their 
federal charter by Congress, and 
90 years later they have kept their 
commitment to serve not only as 
a resource and a voice on behalf of 
veterans across America, but also 
as an organization dedicated to 
the betterment of America through 
community service,” Halvorson said. 
“Since their founding charter, The 
American Legion has not waved 

September 16th is American Legion Day
By: Deb Davis, Department Historian

from the guiding principles and vision that can be found in their 
Four Pillars of Service.”

What is your post and/or district doing to celebrate American Le-
gion Day? I know this is a busy month for celebrations and rec-
ognitions. Patriot Day, POW/MIA Day, Constitution Day, VJ Day, 
Citizenship Day, Labor Day, and the Autumn Equinox. Those are 
the serious ones. How about National Cherry Popover Day, Inter-
national Bacon Day the Saturday before Labor Day, National Pet 
Memorial Day Observed on the second Sunday in September, Un-
cle Sam Day This holiday is always held on September 13, Wife 
Appreciation Day This holiday is celebrated on the third Sunday in 
September, Ask a Stupid Question Day September 28, sometimes 
celebrated on the last school day of September. Planning on cel-
ebrating any of these wacky days.

A Message From Department Historian Davis

Deb Davis
Department 

Historian

Changes to My Health
By: The American Legion

The Advanced level account 
for registered My HealtheVet 

users will no longer be offered 
as of Sept. 1, 2021. Advanced 
account holders must upgrade 
to Premium accounts and those 
who fail to upgrade will be 
reverted to Basic accounts and 
will be unable to access features 
including requesting and tracking 
VA prescription refills online or 
viewing medication history from 
their VA electronic health record.

Advanced account holders who are 
reverted to Basic level will not have to 
re-register for an account and can still 
upgrade their account to Premium anytime after Sept. 1.

My HealtheVet Premium 
accounts will provide users with 
more tools to manage their health 
care. Users will be able to access 
VA health records, VA Health 
Chat, make appointments, refill 
prescriptions, and send secure 
message to communicate with 
your health care team and VA 
staff. 

To upgrade to a My HealtheVet 
Premium account, visit your 
My HealtheVet portal or contact 
Connected Health at 612-467-
5636.

Graphics courtesy of The American Legion

You Too Can Join The World’s Largest War Time You Too Can Join The World’s Largest War Time 
Veterans Service Organization Veterans Service Organization 

And Advocate For Veteran’s Benefits Too! And Advocate For Veteran’s Benefits Too! 
Call 303-366-5201Call 303-366-5201
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Department Chaplain’s Corner –  You Belong to him!
By: Stanley Hamamoto, Department Chaplain

take away our blessings.   If there are a thousand steps between us 
and HIM, HE will take all but one.   But HE will leave the final 
step for us. The choice is ours.  Please understand.  HIS goal is not 
to make you happy.   HIS goal is to make you HIS.   HIS goal is 
not to get you what you want; it is to get you what you need.”  Here 
is Max’s prayer: Thank you Father for being both kind and stern.   
Tender and tough.   Faithfully firm.  Patiently urgent.    We gladly 
choose to swap earthly discomfort for heavenly peace.

Many times at the beginning of my prayer, I would ask: has God 
been good to you?  Now I will say sometimes: for those who did 
not respond, I have great news for you.  God is waiting for you 
to call HIM.   He loves us so much that HE waits for all of us to 
call HIM.  Like the Medicare commercial says, you do not receive 
it automatically, you must make that call.  God is the same way, 
HE waits for us, but HE will not come to you automatically, you 
MUST make that call.  PLEASE make that call:  IT’S FREE!!!!!    
I have yet to find anyone who can be as patient as God is with us.  
God never leaves our side, HE is always there, just waiting for 
us to call HIM.  He will not come to you automatically, you must 
make that call to HIM and then HE will come to your aid.   We are 
all sinners and still HE loves us like any good Father would.  You 
love your children and wife, no matter what they have done.   You 
know that feeling of love that you give to your family members, 
well God is the same with us.

Because of the way this covid 19 is going, I ask that all of you take 
care of yourself and keep safe.   May GOD bless you.

My last three words to all of you are: GO TO CHURCH!!!!!!  
And all of God’s children said, “AMEN”

 

Has God Been Good To You!!!!!!!

As I write this article, the National Convention has not started.  
Our articles have to be written in advance so that the editors 

can be sure that there is enough space to put everything in.  I will 
give you my report on the convention next month.  As it gets 
closer to the time of the convention, I get more and more excited.  

Everything is set, I have filled out my 
bio and National will do the press 
releases.

This month I would like to talk about 
“God Wants You To Belong To HIM.”  
Here are a few Scriptures for you to 
read first: Psalm 103: 2-4: “My whole 
being, praise the LORD and do not 
forget all his kindness.  HE forgives 
all my sin and heals all my diseases.  
HE saves my life from the grave 
and loads me with love and mercy.”  
Zephaniah 3:17: “The Lord your 
God is with you; the mighty ONE 
will save you.  HE will rejoice over 

you, You will rest in HIS love; HE will sing and be joyful about 
you.”  1 Corinthians 7: 19,23: “The important thing is obeying 
God’s commands.   You all were bought at a great price, so do not 
become slaves of people.”

My good friend Max Lucado says it best and here is what he 
says:”For all its peculiarities and unevenness, the Bible has a 
simple story.   God made man.  Man rejected God.   God won’t give 
up until HE wins him back.   God will whisper.   HE will shout, HE 
will touch and tug.  HE will take away our burdens; HE’LL even 

Stanley Hamamoto
Department Chaplain

A Message From Department Chaplain Hamamoto
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As members of The American Legion, the Auxiliary and the 
Sons of the Legion it is time for us to stand up and defend our 
law enforcement community. Continued calls to de-fund police 
departments are outrageous, preposterous, ridiculous and just plain 
stupid. Those that call for the defunding are being led by a faction of 
society that seeks to impose a different form of government that will 
remove those freedoms we now enjoy as citizens. Unfortunately, 
emotion is moving this mob in a dangerous direction. 

They are attempting to redefine justice as something that will 
punish a whole segment of society, our law enforcers.  Instead, 
they need to focus on reforms in the law enforcement community 
that will eliminate those officers who break the law, abuse their 
power and commit acts that take the lives of innocent citizens they 
are sworn to protect.

American Legion Posts in Colorado need to vocally express their 
feelings about our great men and women we entrust to protect us.   
We encourage our local posts to reach out to your police and sheriff 
departments and express you support. We need to work closely 
with our community leaders to be sure that our officers are the best 
trained and best prepared to defend and protect us as citizens. As 
members of the American Legion, it is time for us to take seriously 
the guiding principle as expressed in our preamble. “To Maintain 
Law and Order.  If we don’t, I guarantee you will not like your 
country in the future and our preamble will be just meaningless 
words on paper to future generations of veterans. We can’t let our 
founder’s vision of a free American, of free men and women, with 
freedom and justice for all disappear from the face of the earth. 

The founders of our organization gave us a roadmap to follow 
in our founding documents. They wrote a magnificent 

Constitution that has led us successfully through 102 years of 
existence. The Preamble to that constitution laid out 10 principles 

and guidelines for us to incorporate 
in our day to day operation of the 
organization.  I want to focus on one of 
those 10 principles.

The Preamble begins, “For God and 
Country we associate ourselves for the 
following purposes;

… To Maintain Law and Order…”

Our founders knew that if we were to 
maintain our form of government that 
law and order must prevail. Without 
the rule of law and the necessary 
structure to back up and enforce our 
laws, chaos would exist. Out of chaos 

comes anarchism. To maintain law and order our citizens must 
have a deep respect for our law enforcement community. The 
American Legion has always supported our “men and women in 
blue” at all levels of our government. We know that well-educated, 
well equipped and well-disciplined law enforcement bodies at 
our local, state and federal levels are essential for us to live as 
free citizens. For over 100 years men and women have put on 
the uniform to defend and protect our freedoms. We are the best 
society in the world because of the sacrifices of our veterans. To 
maintain that status as free Americans in a free society we must 
support our peace officers.

A Message From Department Adjutant Smith

"To Maintain Law and Order"
By: Pat Smith, Department Adjutant

 Pat Smith
Department Adjutant

Veterans Crisis Line reaches out with caring letters
By: VAndage Point

In a tough year when many people are experiencing isolation, 
hardship or loss, a simple letter can provide a beacon of hope.

This humble approach may seem like a drop in the bucket for a 
problem as challenging as suicide, but studies have shown that 
these types of letters can make a difference.

VA’s Caring Letters Program is a suicide prevention intervention 
that involves sending periodic messages with simple expressions 
of care and concern to Veterans who use VA health care and contact 
the Veterans Crisis Line (VCL).

It’s still too early to tell what the ultimate impact will be for the 
Caring Letters Program. Still, VCL has received positive feedback 
from Veterans and providers.

One Veteran recipient who is enrolled in the program said, “It felt 

good and comforting to know that my fellow brothers were there 
for me.”

Another recipient said, “I felt encouraged. I felt refreshed that my 
life does have meaning and that there are people charged with 
making sure my needs are met.”

Reaching Veterans in every state
The scale of the project is impressive.

“Initially we thought we would reach 90,000 Veterans in the first 
year, but we ended up reaching over 100,000 Veterans, with over 
530,000 letters mailed so far,” said Dr. Lisa Kearney, director of 
VCL.

Caring Letters are reaching Veterans across the country in every 
state and beyond. They are mailed once a month for the first four 
months after a Veteran calls the VCL and every other month after 
that, with an extra card for Veteran’s Day.
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Reaching out to Veterans quickly and following up over the year is 
important. Data shows the rate of suicide for VCL callers is higher 
than the general Veteran population. That’s especially true in the 
first few months after they call.

We want each Veteran to know they are not alone
Before this effort started, Veterans provided input on the style of 
the cards, which include the seals of the military service branches. 
The brief messages are mailed in greeting card-style blue 
envelopes. They share supportive comments that show an interest 
in the wellbeing of the Veteran. And they remind them that help is 
available if they ever need it.

Although VA has mailed thousands of letters to Veterans, the 
writers behind them hand sign each one.

“We care about every Veteran who calls the Veterans Crisis Line,” 
Kearney said. “We want each Veteran out there to know they are 
not alone. There are people they can call for information, resources, 
or support.”

An evaluation is underway to examine the effectiveness of the 
program. Suicide prevention is the top clinical priority for VA. 
VCL is dedicated to continuing to expand critical crisis intervention 
work to help reduce Veteran suicide.

Learn more about VA’s suicide prevention resources and programs.

If you or someone you know is having thoughts of suicide, contact 
the Veterans Crisis Line. Receive free, confidential support and 
crisis intervention available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 
days a year. 

Call 1-800-273-8255 and Press 1, text 838255 or chat online at 
VeteransCrisisLine.net/Chat. 

Caitlin Manchester, MaryGrace Lauver, Mark Reger and Gregory Hughes are 
administrators of the VCL Caring Letters Program

VA Tribal Veteran outreach throughout Indian country

At the start of the pandemic, VA’s Office of Tribal Government 
Relations knew it had to find ways to continue outreach and 

communication with Indian Country. 
Prior to COVID-19 disrupting face to 
face gatherings, the office was active 
with in-person outreach events.

Throughout 2018 alone, VA launched 
a nationwide campaign to roll out VA 
claims events with tribal communities. 
It provided over 32 events in 24 
communities, delivering thousands of 
dollars in VA benefits to tribal Veterans.

“So much of our focus had been on in-
person outreach,” said Mary Culley, 
outreach specialist, Oklahoma City. 
“Once the pandemic hit, we had to get 
creative – and we did.”

Outreach virtual campaign: “WebEx 
Wednesdays”
Director Stephanie Birdwell created 
a plan to host a series called “WebEx 
Wednesdays,” an outreach virtual 
campaign hosted every other 
Wednesday. The campaign focused 
on topics of interest and concern for 
Veterans, tribal leaders and Veteran 
advocates.

“Attendance has been good, and we 
have also teamed up with our other 
federal partners as well to present,” 
Culley said.

Prior to the pandemic, Culley was 

active in hosting women tribal Veteran events. In September 2019, 
she spearheaded a Tribal Women Veterans Summit in Oklahoma 

City. That summit was attended by over 
150 Veterans and those that provide 
services to women Veterans.

“The information presented at that 
summit benefitted women Veterans 
and those that serve them,” she said. 
“We wanted women Veterans to access 
the full range of benefits they have 
courageously earned through their 
service.”

Nearly 30,000 women Veterans in 
Oklahoma
Culley notes that women are now 
well represented among the entire 
population of Veterans. In 2017, 
Oklahoma had 29,100 women Veterans 
with that number expected to increase 
dramatically in the next 10 years.

This year, Culley is kicking off a 
Summer Tribal Women Virtual Veteran 
Event series. “This will be the first 
virtual series I have done this year for 
Tribal Women Veterans specifically,” 
she added. “I’m excited to see the 
participation and involvement from our 
tribal women Veterans and providers 
over the summer. The series kicked 
off June 1 with a 2-hour discussion 
and focus on ‘Marrying military and 
traditional culture.’”

(Continued on Page 26 See Virtual Sessions)

Posting the colors
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Soon the National Convention will be in our rearview mirror. 
As the attack on Pearl Harbor has always been remembered, 

the attack on the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and flight 93 
that went down in a field in Somerset County, Pennsylvania will 
be foremost in our minds on September 11, 2001. It will be day in 

history that is never forgotten, just 
as Pearl Harbor is never forgotten. 
Those events changed the course 
of our country- leading us into 
war. It has been 20 years and the 
war is coming to end, but the work 
of The American Legion and The 
American Legion Auxiliary and 
SAL is just as needed now as it was 
during World War I, World War II, 
Korean War, Vietnam, the war in 
Iraq and Afghanistan and all other 
conflicts we have encountered as a 
great nation. We have a whole new 
generation of veterans that need our 
help and understanding.

The World Trade Center had it’s 
share of trouble. It was finished 

A Message From Department Auxiliary President Brandt

Patriotism
By: Theresa Brandt, Department Auxiliary President

Theresa BrandtTheresa Brandt
Department Auxiliary Department Auxiliary 

PresidentPresident

being built on April 4, 1973. It was the tallest building in world 
when it was built. On Feb 13, 1975, a fire broke out causing 
damage to upper floors of the building, on Feb 26, 1993, a truck 
full of explosives bombed the building, on January 14, 1998, a 
major bank robbery occurred netting 2 million in stolen money 
and on Sept 11, 2001, the building was destroyed by Al Qaeda. 
As a result of those attacks, Patriotism was at an all time high as 
America was once again caught off guard by the attacks. Today our 
nation is a troubled nation, and it is more important than ever that 
we keep instilling that patriotism.

In September we will start the Fall Conferences, I am looking 
forward to seeing old friends and meeting new friends as we make 
District visitations. In September membership will get in full 
swing, make sure to get your membership in and not hold on to 
them.  Keep your hearts on the task at hand and let’s have a great 
year.

Honored and Grateful

Thank you to the Department of Colorado American Legion 
Auxiliary and all of the American Legion family for your 

support. I am truly honored to be representing the Department of 
Colorado as your National Executive 
Committee member.  I have been an 
active member of the ALA for nearly 
25 years.  Seems hard to believe.  I 
moved back home to Colorado, less 
than a year after my father passed 
away, and wanted to feel his closeness, 
so I went to the American Legion in 
Keenesburg.  I was in awe.  There 
were so many people there.  

It was so good the people I knew 
growing up.  Being raised by a single 
dad I had many “moms” and there 
they were.  Well, those moms said, 
“Hey we are having a meeting, come 
on down.”  I had no idea what the 

A Message From Department Auxiliary President Brandt

What does an NEC do?
By: Laurie Kuntz, NEC

Laurie KuntzLaurie Kuntz
Auxiliary NECAuxiliary NEC

meeting was, what the American Legion was, besides the bar I 
grew up in.  Then they said, “You could join to honor your father.”  
Moms always know how to get you to do something. I said sure.  
Well as the night went on, they say it is elections night and we want 
you to be president.  The five moms committed to mentoring me 
and helping me with my duties.  I am sure they had no idea how 
that move home would change my life.  I know that my dad and 
four of those ladies are watching over me and the journey they 
inspirated.

I have been honored to serve at the unit, district, department levels as well 
as national chairmanships.  Nothing compares to working with and serving 
our members and veterans.  

What does the NEC do?  The easiest way to explain is the NEC is your 
liaison between the Department and National.  Information flows both 
ways.  In the Department Operations guide a couple of the NEC duties are:

•	 The NEC is expected to read and be familiar with the na-
tional and department constitution & bylaws, standing rules 
and procedure manual and consults these documents on a 
regular basis.
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•	 The NEC serves on the national executive board.
•	 The NEC serves as department National Security 

chairman to save the department money in attending 
the Washington Conference and Auxiliary Awareness 
Assembly.

•	 The NEC serves as the advisor to the district executive 
committee (DECs).

•	 The NEC introduces national guests to the assembly.

I encourage all members to reach out to me, my email is Laurie.
Auxiliary@yahoo.com.  Please let me know how I can represent 
you.  
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Consumer fraud alert: Tips for avoiding VA home loan scams

These tips for spotting and avoiding VA home loan scams come 
from the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. Many service 

members, Veterans and military spouses have been receiving 
fraudulent calls and mailers from companies who claim to be 
affiliated with the government, VA, or their home loan servicer. 
These calls or mailers often try to sway you to refinance your 
home, agree to a loan modification, or pay your loan via purchased 
money orders. They may also try to convince you that your home 
is facing foreclosure.

▪ Be wary of any individual 
or lender that contacts you 
and:
▪ Asks you to pay fees 
upfront before receiving any 
services
▪ Tells you to cancel your 
mortgage payment and 
resend the funds elsewhere
▪ Asks you to make your 
mortgage payment via 
money order or gift cards
▪ Tells you to make mortgage 
payments to someone other 
than your current loan 
servicer
▪ Asks you to stop making mortgage payments altogether
▪ Represents that they’re calling on behalf of VA or another 
agency of the U.S. government
▪ Guarantees to get you a loan modification or stop the 
foreclosure process
▪ Asks you to sign over the title to your property
▪ Pressures you to sign papers you haven’t had a chance to 
read thoroughly or that you don’t understand
▪ Or other unusual offers or requests

Never give out personal information to a lender or servicer who 
contacts you out of the blue. Scammers can spoof phone numbers, 
so you can’t rely on caller identification. If you’re unsure, it’s 
always safer to hang up and call your loan servicer directly at the 
number on your mortgage statement.

What to do if you spot a scam
If you are a victim of or spot a scam, you should first file a 
complaint with your State Attorney General’s Office. You should 
also report it to the FTC at ftc.gov/complaint.

What the CFPB is doing to prevent VA home loan deception and 
fraud

In response to concerns raised by the VA about potentially unlawful 
advertising in the mortgage 
lending market, the CFPB 
recently conducted a sweep 
of investigations of multiple 
mortgage companies that used 
deceptive mailers to advertise 
VA-guaranteed mortgages. More 
than $4.4 million was obtained in 
civil money penalties as a result of 
this sweep. These investigations 
reflect a commitment to 
enforcing the laws to ensure the 
financial marketplace is fair and 
consumers are protected from 
deceptive practices, including 
service members, Veterans 
and surviving spouses whom 
VA-guaranteed mortgages are 

designed to benefit.

If you are having trouble paying your mortgage
If you can’t pay your mortgage or are worried about missing a 
mortgage payment, you have options. The first thing to do is call 
your mortgage servicer. Learn the steps to take, relief options, and 
places to go to get help with your mortgage.

Use our checklist for more information on how to avoid foreclosure.

You can also visit the VA website or call a VA Regional Loan 
Center at 1-877-872-3702 for more information.

Patrick Brick, Carolyn Hahn, and Alberto Planas - Consumer Financial Protection 
Bureau

You Too Can Join The World’s Largest War Time You Too Can Join The World’s Largest War Time 
Veterans Service Organization And Advocate For Veterans Service Organization And Advocate For 

Veteran’s Benefits Too! Veteran’s Benefits Too! 
Call 303-366-5201Call 303-366-5201
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Female Vets in Congress Decry Proposal to Disband 
Pentagon’s Advisory Panel on Women
By: Patricia Kime, Military.com 

A 70-year-old Defense Department panel focused on women’s 
personnel issues that has advocated for expanded opportunities 

for female service members must be preserved, say the six female 
veterans currently serving in Congress.

The Defense Advisory Committee on Women in the Services 
(DACOWITS) has been suspended temporarily and its membership 
dissolved as part of a cost and efficiency review of the Defense 
Department’s 42 advisory committees that began in January.

But six members of Congress, led by Rep. Elaine Luria, D-Virginia, 
and Sen. Joni Ernst, R-Iowa, say the committee’s work is too 
important for the panel to be dissolved or rolled into the newly 
formed Defense Advisory Committee on Diversity and Inclusion.

“We are the faces of what DACOWITS has meant for women in the 
military,” wrote the lawmakers. 
“As women veterans in Congress, 
we know the value of expanding 
opportunities within the services 
for women and the value that, in 
turn, has brought to our Armed 
Forces.”

In January, the Pentagon 
asked for the resignations of 
the 21 volunteer members of 
the committee, a group that 
included eight retired generals 
and admirals. The move was part 
of a larger review of all DoD 
advisory committees in the wake 
of last-minute appointments by 
former President Donald Trump 
to several boards and committees, 
including the Defense Business 
Board.

According to a memo obtained 
by Military.com, the DoD’s 
Manpower and Reserve Affairs office has recommended that 
the work of DACOWITS be integrated into the new diversity 
committee, a 20-member group established last August in the 
wake of racial justice protests over the May 25 murder of George 
Floyd, a Black man, by a White police officer in Minneapolis.

The lawmakers say, however, that integrating DACOWITS into 
a larger group would not “provide sufficient resources of focus to 
achieve the results that are necessary.”

“We believe we can tackle diversity, equity, and inclusion without 
disbanding one of the military’s most effective tools to advance 
women,” they wrote. “It would send the wrong message to every 
woman currently serving in the military or to those who have worn 
our nation’s uniform and sacrificed.”

Cari Thomas, a retired rear admiral who served nearly four years 
on the committee, told Military.com last week that she understood 
DoD’s efforts to eliminate duplication or waste but said the “timing 
did not feel right to me.”

She penned a letter to Sen. Tim Kaine, D-Virginia, urging him to 
support preserving the committee.

“Losing momentum, expertise and initiative will have a deleterious 
impact on the critical work that the Committee does in service 
to the Secretary of Defense and Homeland Security,” she wrote. 
“This is particularly important because the Marine Corps still does 
not have a fully gender integrated boot camp, the full opening of 
all combat positions to women is still under study, and women of 
color far lag behind their peers to promotions to the highest ranks 
in the services.”

The biggest change to DACOWITS last occurred in 2002 when 
the administration of George 
W. Bush altered the group’s 
charter, reducing the number 
of committee members as well 
as funding and staff. The move 
came nine years after women 
were allowed to fly combat 
aircraft and 13 years before the 
ban on women in ground combat 
specialties was lifted.

In the past seven decades, 
DACOWITS has made more 
than 1,000 recommendations to 
the Defense Department, 98% 
of which have been fully or 
partially implemented, according 
to the panel’s 2020 report.

Among those were 86 
recommendations on women 
serving in combat roles, first with 
women serving in combat zones 
in a supporting role, followed by 

gradual expansion into training and occupational specialties.

Members of the group have included Helen Hayes, the award-
winning actress who was named to the inaugural committee, 
retired Army Lt. Gen. Claudia Kennedy and retired Marine Corps 
Lt. Gen. Carol Mutter.

Until the committee was asked to resign. retired Air Force Gen. 
Janet Wolfenbarger served as chair, the highest ranking woman to 
hold the seat.

In their letter, Luria, Ernst and others said they felt the panel had 
more work to do to empower military women and ensure they are 
protected and supported.

“We do not believe its work is complete, as evidenced by so many 

U.S Marine Corps Lance Cpl. Chandra Francisco, as 
part of a female engagement team, talks to Afghan 
women inside a compound during an operation to 
clear the village of Seragar in Sangin, Afghanistan, 
Aug. 25, 2011. (U.S. Marine Corps/Lance Cpl. 
Kowshon Ye)
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issues we are currently addressing as a nation and a military,” they 
wrote.

In addition to Luria and Ernst, the letter to Defense Secretary 
Lloyd Austin was signed by Sen. Tammy Duckworth, D-Illinois,; 
Rep. Mariannette Miller-Meeks, R-Iowa; Rep. Chrissy Houlahan, 
D-Pennsylvania; and Rep. Mikie Sherrill, D-N.J.

All but Miller-Meeks sit on their chambers’ respective Armed 
Services Committees and, as such, are well positioned for 
introducing legislation to preserve DACOWITS if the Defense 
Department pursues its current plans.

Owen Kilmer, a spokesman for Luria, said the letter to Austin was 
a “first step” in ensuring that DACOWITS remains viable and 
wouldn’t rule out a potential bill that would require DoD to retain 
the panel.

“We believe this work is substantial enough to require a dedicated 
organization; including DACOWITS’s issues in the charter of a 
broader organization will not provide sufficient resources or focus 
to achieve the results that are necessary,” wrote the congressional 
members.

Patricia Kime can be reached at Patricia.Kime@Monster.com. 

Mindfulness helps Veteran with PTSD find relief

Army Veteran Kristine Bean remembers the noise the most: 
The constant sounds of rockets, mortars, tracers and nighttime 

firefighting filling the skies during her deployment at Camp Slayer, 
a U.S. base near the international airport in Iraq’s capital, Baghdad.

The blasts rang in her head for extended periods. “It was all kinds 
of bullets flying all night,” she said.

Bean has since been diagnosed with PTSD and depression. She 
maintains weekly contact with 
a therapist at VA Salt Lake 
City. She has taken part in 
cognitive processing therapy, 
one of the main trauma-focused 
psychotherapies VA uses to treat 
patients with PTSD.

VA psychiatrist leading studies 
on complementary therapies

 Two years ago, Bean participated 
in a complementary therapy. She 
signed up for a study that focused 
on mindfulness training and 
sailing for Veterans with PTSD, 
substance use disorder and other 
mental health conditions.

Mindfulness involves focusing on 
the present moment while calmly 
acknowledging and accepting 
one’s feelings, thoughts and 
bodily sensations.

Walking, hiking, meditation and yoga can help someone achieve 
a state of mindfulness. Any other type of sport or recreational 
activity can, too, if one is focused on the present.

Dr. William Marchand, VA Salt Lake City psychiatrist, led the 
study, which involved three one-hour classes of mindfulness 
training, followed by one-hour sailing sessions on Deer Creek 
Reservoir at Jordanelle Reservoir State Park in Utah.

Many Veterans with mental conditions and substance use 
disorders do not experience full remission from conventional 

treatments or engage in complementary therapies, such as 
sailing.

Marchand and VA colleagues are testing recreational programs that 
would encourage participation by offering an enjoyable experience 
while imparting a therapeutic benefit.

“You focus on the moment you’re in.”
Bean found the mindfulness training, which involved periods of 

meditation, to be very helpful.

“It seemed like a training of 
being in the present, recognizing 
your thoughts wandering, and 
refocusing them on what you 
want, instead of what just 
happened to come to mind,” she 
said. “It’s more a matter of being 
able to train yourself to recognize 
thought patterns that you didn’t 
want to dwell on and refocus on 
what you’re doing in the present. 
You focus on the moment you’re 
in. We also practiced breathing 
techniques.”

When asked if she’s applied 
what she learned through the 
mindfulness training, Bean says 
“100% yes.”

“It felt like someone had given 
me a tool to use when I have anxiety issues, so it’s been good,” she 
added. “It seemed like the majority of Veterans in the study were 
enjoying the mindfulness training and the sailing.”

Veteran to interact with horses as a form of therapy
People with PTSD can have a number of distressing and persistent 
symptoms, including re-experiencing trauma through flashbacks or 
nightmares, and emotional numbness.

(Continued on Page 20 See Sleep Problems)

Dr. Marchand’s study on sailing as a recreational 
therapy included 25 Veterans. Each had had at 
least one mental health condition or substance use 
disorder.
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(Sleep Problems Continued from Page 19)

They can also have sleep problems, difficulties in relationships, 
sudden anger, and drug and alcohol misuse.

Depression is one of the most prevalent mental health conditions 
found among Veterans and often co-occurs with PTSD.

In the coming weeks, Bean plans to take part in a William 
Marchand-led study. She’ll focus on equine services, or interaction 

with horses, as the complementary therapy.

“Dr. Marchand is a great instructor for meditation and mindfulness,” 
Bean said. “I saw his name and signed up because I think he’s a 
brilliant doctor. I would recommend his recreational therapies to 
other Veterans with PTSD.”

 Mike Richman is a writer and editor in VA’s Office of Research 
and Development

Veteran Therapy Highlight - VETMotorsports

VETMotorsports is a nonprofit, 501(c) organization 
that empowers the military community through active 

participation in motorsports. Those who are Veterans, active duty, 
National Guard, Reserve or Gold Star families can race and assist 
with race car events with little to no cost.

Many Veterans suffer service-related injuries and may have lost 
the sense of camaraderie upon returning home. In the Four-
Wheel outreach program, participants can work one-on-one 
with instructors and within a team to build teamwork and trust 
skills. Veterans can come with 
no experience and learn to drive 
manual transmission vehicles 
in Indy Two-Seater rides. An 
instructor teaches them how to 
operate the vehicle and stays with 
them as the Veterans drive on a 
closed course. VETMotorsports 
provides the car and fuel, training, 
food/drink and a team jersey with 
a hat for the events.

Peter Cline, the founder of 
VETMotorsports, began this 
non-clinical outreach program in 
2012. It is now an award-winning 
premier program in the space 
that they operate. It currently has 
10 locations across the United 
States: California, Michigan, 
Georgia, North Carolina, Ohio, 
Texas, Washington D.C., Wisconsin and more. They also do 
traveling events in Arizona and New Jersey through a partnership 
with Yamaha. VETMotorsports has also partnered with Mazda 
Motorsports for events in Mexico.

Cline also developed a partnership with Garageshop. Created by 
Aaron Rodriguez, Garageshop is a national race car organization 
aimed at providing deeper experiences on the racecourse. Aaron 
Rodriguez recognized that while military life is very mission-
centered with a built-in team within your platoon and a frequent 
adrenaline rush, civilian life isn’t like that and the adjustment can 
be difficult. The partnership has been a large part of their ability to 
expand the outreach program.

We talked with Michigan’s VETMotorsports site manager, 
Nicholas Aranda, to learn more about the program. Aranda runs 
the four-wheel program in Michigan and is part of the racing team 
out of Romulus, which covers four drivers and six cars. He loves 
what VETMotorsports can do for Veterans and their families and 
is excited to see the program grow.

“I will never forget the first time I gave a Veteran that challenge 
coin on my first event. When we shook hands and he felt the cold 
metal in his hands, he immediately knew what it was. To see a 

man well up with tears at that 
moment was what concreted 
VETMotorsports into the team’s 
plans. We all knew that this was 
something we had to do going 
forward. I myself struggled to 
keep my composure then. I have 
worked with young Veterans 
who are very eager to hop in 
the car and go all out, as well 
as very cautious and disciplined 
older Veterans… the bonds made 
behind the wheel are serious 
ones, and I’m glad to say so far 
all the Veterans who I work with 
still keep in touch with messages 
and meetings even after the 
event.” – Nicholas Aranda

This impact motivates Cline and 
the rest of the VETMotorsports 

team to continue empowering Veterans across the country. They 
work towards racing content, showing Vets some love and sharing 
that there are some people out there who want to help them.

Veterans or caregivers who are interested in this program can find 
more information at http://www.vetmotorsports.org/.

The sharing of any non-VA information does not constitute an 
endorsement of products and services on the part of VA.

Writer: Kimberly Kassis; Editor: Elissa Tatum; Fact Checker: 
Ormina Naveed; Graphics: Chalsi Lee!

VETMotorsports is a Veteran Therapy founded 
by Peter Cline that uses motorsports to empower 
Veterans when returning to civilian life.
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VA research reveals link between moral injury and suicide risk
By: VAntage Point 

This is about moral injury… and suicide. Starting at a young 
age, we learn about right and wrong. Our life experiences, 

education, and environment help us to develop a moral code, or a 
set of deeply held beliefs and expectations.

When we experience potentially morally injurious events, our 
moral code is violated either by our own or other peoples’ actions 
or inactions. These experiences tend to result in painful emotions 
(shame, guilt, contempt, anger, disgust) and cognitions (“I am a 
monster”).

When individuals engage in efforts to try to avoid or control 
these painful emotions and cognitions, social, psychological and 
spiritual suffering can result. We describe that as moral injury.

Veterans’ moral injury from combat experiences

Service members and Veterans can experience moral injury as a 
result of their experiences in combat.

Experiencing a potentially morally injurious event may result in 
severe distress or functional impairment. Recent research suggests 
exposure to potentially morally injurious events is a risk factor 
for suicidal ideation and behavior among Veterans and military 
personnel.

Some common experiences associated with moral injury include:

▪ Isolation in relationships

▪ Getting caught up in stories about oneself or others related 
to these morally injurious events

▪ Engaging in behaviors to try to get rid of painful and moral 
emotions (such as drinking)

▪ Disconnecting from spirituality

▪ Not keeping up with self-care

▪ Understanding the injury

VA researcher Lauren Borges is a suicide prevention expert. 
She strives to understand more about the link between suicide 
prevention and moral injury.

She often uses chain analysis, a technique designed to help 
understand the function of a particular behavior. It explains that 
successfully identifying and treating moral injury can help prevent 
suicide among Veterans.

However, treating this type of injury comes with a unique set 
of obstacles and challenges. An influx of recent research helps 
providers identify moral injury. Still, patients are often reluctant 
to share their true feelings due to concerns around feeling judged 
or even ashamed.

“In a qualitative study we found that moral injury was often not 
discussed in treatment. A key component of our approach to 
therapeutic risk management of suicidal behavior involves the 
application of chain analysis to understand the function of suicidal 
behavior.

“If suicidal behavior is functioning to avoid or control painful 
moral emotions, such as shame, guilt, contempt, anger and disgust, 
we will often assess exposure to potentially morally injurious 
events to determine if this is influencing the Veteran’s suicidal 
behavior.”

VA supports providers treating Veterans at risk

Borges is a consultant and lecturer for the Suicide Risk Management 
Consultation Program (SRM). This month, she will present how 
clinicians and health care teams can conceptualize and effectively 
target suicidal behavior in the context of moral injury.

These free, live webinars are offered on the second Wednesday of 
every month from 2 to 3 p.m. ET. Interested providers can register 
here, and a recording will also be available for those who are 
unable to attend the live event.

SRM offers free consultation, support and resources that promote 
therapeutic best practices for providers working with Veterans at 
risk.

SRM providers can help VA and community providers identify 
and treat moral injury among their Veteran patients. Providers can 
learn more and request a free consult here. 

Molly Powers is a health writer supporting communications for the Suicide Risk 
Management Consultation Program
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VA clinical breakthrough study shows effective male UTI 
treatments in just seven days

Treatment time for men with urinary tract infections could be 
cut in half.

The Department of Veterans Affairs published a study in the July 27 
edition of the Journal of American Medical Association showing 
this clinical breakthrough could provide a standard on how male 
urinary tract infections are treated.

Currently, there is no consensus on how long infections should be 
treated, with prescribed antibiotics regiments lasting from seven 
to 14 days.

“The study shows men can be treated effectively with a seven-day 
course of antibiotics,” said Minneapolis VA Chief of Infectious 
Diseases Dr. Dimitri M. Drekonja. “An increase of antibiotics can 
cause nausea and an array of other side effects.”

This is the first randomized study of the duration of UTI treatment 
in non-hospitalized men, as most clinical trials focused on women. 

A total of 272 Veterans out of 1,058 eligible participants from the 
Minneapolis and Houston VA Medical Centers were randomly 
chosen to participate in the six-year study.

“Shortening this course of treatment is important in preserving the 
overall effectiveness of antibiotics,” said Houston VA Infectious 
Diseases Physician Dr. Barbara Trautner. “VA is the perfect place 
to study common infections in men, as our population is largely 
male.”

The American Urological Association reports 12% of men will 
have symptoms of at least one UTI during their lives. While 
urinary tract infections are rare in young men, the infection risk 
increases with age.

Some UTI symptoms can cause severe abdominal pain, burning 
sensation and fever. Men who experience blood in their urine or a 
burning sensation, should consult their primary care physician for 
treatment.

VA provides fertility and infertility care

You don’t have to struggle on your own as you strive to build 
your family.

For many people, having a family is a core life goal. However, that 
goal can be more challenging for people who experience infertility. 
VA is here to support you as you build your family.

From infertility and fertility treatment to mental health counseling, 
we provide resources and support. We can address your family 
planning needs and help ease your fears as you look to start or 
expand your family.

If you or someone you know is experiencing fertility issues, know 
that it is more common than you may think. Experts estimate that 
1 in 8 women experience infertility.

Infertility rates increase with a woman’s age, with the steepest 
drop-off of fertility happening after age 35.

Infertility may create a sense of loss. That feeling can be troubling 
for individuals and couples to cope with on their own. It’s an 
invisible loss that people often blame themselves for and can be 
very hard to talk about socially.

It can also cause a substantial amount of distress.

Fertility and infertility help from VA
VA provides a range of fertility and infertility services for eligible 
female and male Veterans, including hormone therapy, genetic 
testing, counseling and imaging services.

We also provide In Vitro Fertilization (IVF) for Veterans with 
certain service-connected conditions that result in infertility.

VA also offers mental health counseling for individuals and couples 

who are experiencing infertility or are undergoing infertility 
treatment. We can help you navigate and cope with your journey.

Counseling can be beneficial for couples and individuals 
who are experiencing anxiety, depression, guilt, trouble with 
communication, self-blame, and tension related to infertility 
treatment, or for those who want to improve their coping abilities.

Let VA ease the reproductive journey
Intimate relationships, marriage or long-term partnerships can be 
affected in many ways. Some couples report that infertility brings 
them closer together and deepens their relationships.

Others find a great deal of tension and bumps along the way, as 
they navigate an infertility journey together.

Additional resources VA provides to help ease the reproductive 
journey include Women’s Mental Health (WMH) Champions and 
the Women’s Reproductive Mental Health Consultation Program.

WMH Champions are mental health clinicians who have specific 
interest and specialized training in women Veterans’ mental health. 
They work to develop local resources for women Veterans facing 
mental health challenges, including those related to infertility and 
infertility treatment.

Talk to your provider about VA services
Veterans may particularly struggle with feelings of frustration, 
helplessness, and lack of control from infertility because they have 
had a life of achievement, from boot camp to their service in their 
military occupational specialty.

Infertility treatment is a way toward feeling more empowered, 
which can broadly affect a person’s sense of well-being.
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VA’s Women’s Reproductive Mental Health Consultation consists 
of a team of national experts who can address questions about 
infertility and reproductive mental health.

Talk to your provider about the range of services that are available, 
particularly if you have been trying to conceive for 12 or more 
months.

You can also talk with your provider if you are planning to conceive 
in the near future. They can help you on the path to a healthy and 
safe pregnancy.

VA is here to support you as you build your family. 

Dr. Amanda Johnson is the director of Reproductive Health, VA Women’s Health

VA to start processing disability claims for certain conditions 
related to particulate matter

The Department of Veterans Affairs will begin processing 
disability claims Aug. 2 for asthma, rhinitis and sinusitis on a 

presumptive basis based on presumed particulate matter exposures 
during military service in Southwest Asia and certain other areas 
— if these conditions manifested within 10 years of a qualifying 
period of military service.

VA conducted the first iteration of a newly formed internal VA 
process to review scientific evidence to support rulemaking, 
resulting in the recommendation to consider creation of new 
presumptions of service connection for respiratory conditions 
based on VA’s evaluation of a National Academies of Science, 
Engineering and Medicine report and other evidence.

The process concluded that particulate matter pollution is 
associated with chronic asthma, rhinitis and sinusitis for Veterans 
who served in the Southwest Asia theater of operations beginning 
Aug. 2, 1990, to the present, or Afghanistan, Uzbekistan, Syria or 
Djibouti beginning Sept. 19, 2001, to the present. VA’s review also 
concluded that there was sufficient evidence to presume that these 
Veterans have been exposed to particulate matter.

“I announced my intent to initiate rulemaking on May 27 to consider 
adding respiratory conditions to the list of chronic disabilities,” 
said Denis McDonough, Secretary of Veterans Affairs. “Through 

this process I determined that the evidence provided was sufficient 
to establish presumptions of service connection for these three 
respiratory conditions. This is the right decision, and VA will 
continue to use a holistic approach in determining toxic exposure 
presumptive moving forward.”

The Southwest Asia theater of operations refers to Iraq, Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, the neutral zone between Iraq and Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Oman, the Gulf of 
Aden, the Gulf of Oman, the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Sea, the 
Red Sea and the airspace above these locations.

VA will conduct outreach to impacted Veterans and survivors to 
inform them about their eligibility and will provide information 
on how to apply. Veterans and survivors who believe they may 
be eligible for the newly established presumptive conditions 
are encouraged to apply. They should file a VA Form 21-526EZ 
if applying for the first time or a VA Form 20-0995 if they are 
reapplying for these conditions. For more information on the new 
presumptive conditions, visit our website at Airborne Hazards and 
Burn Pit Exposures - Public Health (va.gov).  

To apply for benefits, Veterans and survivors may visit VA.gov 
or call toll-free at 800-827-1000.  Within the next week, you can 
view the interim final rule at www.regulations.gov.

Annual eye exams essential to Veterans’ vision and eye health
Joint study with VA shows promising results in preventing age-related blindness

August was National Eye-Exam Month and the Department 
of Veterans Affairs encourages all Veterans and their family 

members to schedule their annual appointments.

VA is highlighting routine eye exams particularly among senior 
Veterans.

Age-related macular degeneration is the leading cause of vision 
loss in adults over the age of 60 — a common condition which can 
blur the sharp, central vision people need for activities like reading 
and driving.

A collaborative study involving VA researchers discovered a group 
of HIV medications known as nucleoside reverse transcriptase 
inhibitors may help prevent AMD.

The study was led by the University of Virginia School of Medicine 

and included more than 15 medical centers and universities in 
the U.S. and abroad, including the South Carolina Columbia VA 
Health Care System with support from its affiliated nonprofit Dorn 
Research Institute.

Investigators looked at data of more than 33 million patients over a 
20-year period and discovered patients receiving HIV medications 
— namely as preventive measures against HIV — were roughly 
40% less likely to develop dry macular degeneration, the most 
common form of AMD.

“The database results back genetic findings from the study that 
explain how the HIV drugs might help protect vision,” said VA 
Investigator Scott Sutton, Pharm.D. “The results are intriguing 

(Continued on Page 24 See Preventing)
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Dist Confirmed
Date Place Time

8 Sunday, September 12, 2021 Pueblo Post 2 1:00 PM
14 Saturday, September 18, 2021 TBD 1:00 PM
13 Sunday, September 19, 2021 Gnd Jct Post 37 host at VFW 10:00 AM
10 Saturday, September 25, 2021 Durango Post 28 10:00 AM

9 Sunday, September 26, 2021 TBD TBD
12 Saturday, October 02, 2021 Buena Vista noon

5 Saturday, October 9, 2021 Post 22 Northglenn 9:00 AM
6 Saturday, October 9, 2021 Commerce City Post 151 2:00 PM
3 Sunday, October 10, 2021 TBD TBD
1 Saturday, October 16, 2021 Manzanola Post 168 10:00 AM
7 Sunday, October 17, 2021 TBD TBD
4 Saturday, October 23, 2021 TBD TBD
2 Sunday, October 24, 2021 TBD TBD

11 Sundav, October 31, 2021 TBD TBD

District 2021 Fall Conferences Schedule

(Preventing Continued from Page 23)

and offer promise for a new approach to preventing and treating a 
disease that affects millions of Veterans and non-Veterans.”

According to the VA Office of Blind Rehabilitation Services, more 
than 1 million Veterans have low vision, and roughly 130,000 
are legally blind. As the Veteran population continues to age, 
vision impairments such as macular degeneration will increase in 
prevalence. Exercise and maintaining blood pressure have been 
found to be effective in preventing vision loss.

Though hopeful, researchers say further studies and Food 
and Drug Administration approval will be needed before HIV 
medications identified in the study can be used to help treat age-
related blindness.

Routine eye exams and preventive vision testing are covered 
under VA health care benefits. Learn more about VA’s Blind 
Rehabilitation Services.
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Collaborative effort between VBA and VSOs improves claims 
process
By: The American Legion

A collaborative effort over the last six months between the 
Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) and veterans service 

organizations (VSOs) — including The American Legion — 
resulted in technology updates 
that will help streamline the VA 
claims process. These efforts 
resulted in the implementation of 
a program piloting an electronic 
notification feature within the 
Veterans Benefits Management 
System (VBMS).

“There was a consensus that 
the notification system should 
be linked to the actual VBMS 
system,” said Marty Callaghan, 
deputy director of claims services 
for The American Legion. “A 
new, electronic notification 
system located on the homepage 
of the VBMS would solve 
problems our department service 
officers (DSOs) were facing.”

DSOs were having difficulty 
receiving paper notifications that 
updated them on the status of 
claims, mainly due to the impact the COVID-19 pandemic had 
on the United States Postal Service. Providing real-time electronic 
notifications throughout the claims process resolves some 
challenges DSOs were facing when handling claims.

When a veteran filing a disability claim assigns power of attorney 
to The American Legion, that allows a DSO to access critical 

documents associated with the veteran filing a claim. These 
service officers are trained by The American Legion to provide 
other accredited representatives with specialized training on issues 
affecting veterans and their families. They handle hundreds of 
thousands of VA claims each year and during fiscal year 2020, 

secured more than $14.25 billion 
in benefits for the nation’s 
veterans.

In addition to the new electronic 
notification system, VBA is 
presently piloting the Claim 
Accuracy Request (CAR) 
program. This program creates 
a process which allows DSOs to 
quickly identify errors that VBA 
can easily review and correct. 
The DSOs have 30 calendar 
days following an electronic 
notification to review the relevant 
document, for example, a rating 
decision, and ensure that any 
errors are identified.

“This two-part solution allows 
our accredited representatives in 
the field to easily keep up to date 
on the documents being generated 
for their review and also allows 

them to correct the record when it needs to be corrected,” said 
Callaghan. “This is certainly a good example of how veterans 
service organizations and the Department of Veterans Affairs can 
really work closely together to develop a new process.”

American Legion Service Officer Ray Odum meets 
with Bill Hurley, a veteran who he’s helped at the 
American Legion Post 11 in Trinidad, Colo., on 
Tuesday, February 23. Photo by Chet Strange/The 
American Legion

Join The American Legion 

 

And, Help Our Nation's Veterans

WORDS OF WISDOM #1
“A true friend is the greatest of all blessings, and that which we take the least care of all to acquire.” 

Francois De La Rochefoucauld 

Courtesy of the Epoch Times "Morning Brief"
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Coping with current events in Afghanistan
From: VAntage Point Contributor

Veterans who served in Afghanistan may be experiencing a 
range of challenging emotions related to the U.S withdrawal 

from the country and the events unfolding now. Veterans who 
served during other conflicts may also be feeling strong emotions 
as they may be reminded of their own deployment experiences.

Common Reactions - Veterans may experience the following 
reactions related to the current events in Afghanistan:

▪ Feeling frustrated, sad, helpless, distressed (including moral 
distress), angry, or betrayed

▪ Worrying about Afghans who worked with the U.S. military, 
like interpreters

▪ Experiencing an increase in mental health symptoms like 
symptoms of PTSD or depression

▪ Sleeping poorly, drinking more or using more drugs

▪ Trying to avoid all reminders or media or shy away from 
social situations

▪ Having more military and homecoming memories

▪ Questioning the meaning of their service or whether it was 
worth the sacrifices they made

Veterans also may feel like they need to expect and/or prepare for 
the worst and may:

▪ Become overly protective, vigilant, and guarded

▪ Become preoccupied by danger

▪ Feel a need to avoid being shocked by, or unprepared for, 
what may happen in the future

Feeling distress is a normal reaction to negative events, especially 
ones that feel personal. It can be helpful to let yourself experience 
those feelings rather than try to avoid them. Often these feelings 
will naturally run their course. If they continue without easing up 
or if you feel overwhelmed by them, the suggestions below can be 
helpful.

Strategies for Managing Ongoing Distress
At this moment, it may seem like all is lost, or like your service 
or your sacrifices were for nothing. Consider the ways that your 
service made a difference, the impact it had on others’ lives or on 

your own life. Remember that now is just one moment in time and 
that things will continue to change.

It can be helpful to focus on the present and to engage in the 
activities that are most meaningful and valuable to you. Is there 
something you can do today that is important to you?  This can 
be as an individual, a family member, a parent, or a community 
member. Is there something meaningful regarding your work or 
your spirituality that you can put additional energy into? These 
activities will not change the past or the things you can’t control, 
but they can help life feel meaningful and reduce distress, despite 
the things you cannot change.

It can also help to consider your thinking.  Ask yourself if your 
thoughts are helpful to you right now. Are there ways you can 
change your thinking to be more accurate and less distressing? 
For example, are you using extreme thinking where you see the 
situation as all bad or all good?  If so, try and think in less extreme 
terms.  Rather than thinking “my service in Afghanistan was 
useless” consider instead “I helped keep Afghanistan safe.”

Finally, consider more general coping strategies:
▪ Engage in Positive, Healthy Activities that are rewarding, 
meaningful, or enjoyable, even if you don’t feel like it, as 
they can make you feel better.

▪ Stay Connected by spending time with people who give 
you a sense of security, calm, or happiness, or those who best 
understand what you are going through.

▪ Practice Good Self Care by engaging in activities such as 
listening to music, exercising, practicing breathing routines, 
spending time in nature or with animals, journaling, or 
reading inspirational text.

▪ Stick to Your Routines and follow a schedule for when you 
sleep, eat, work, and do other day-to-day activities.

▪ Limit Media Exposure especially if it’s increasing your 
distress.

▪ Use a VA mobile app by visiting: https://mobile.va.gov/
appstore/mental-health.

▪ Try PTSD Coach Online, at https://www.ptsd.va.gov/apps/
ptsdcoachonline/default.htm which is a series of online 
videos that will guide you through 17 tools to help you 
manage stress.

(Virtual Sessions Continued from Page 11)

The next two virtual sessions were June 22 and July 13. They 
focused on indigenous women Veterans and domestic violence 
issues, in addition to a June 23 virtual roundtable discussion.

“I always enjoy working directly with the Veterans we serve,”Culley 
said. “Even though I haven’t had the opportunity to meet face to 
face with tribal Veterans this past year, we did not let that hold 

us back. Creativity and virtual platforms helped us bridge the gap 
during such a challenging year.”

For more information about Tribal Veteran services and the 
Tribal Women Veteran Virtual series, contact Mary Culley, VA 
Tribal Government Relations specialist, at (405) 626-3426, Mary.
Culley@va.gov. 

Jessica Jacobsen is a regional director in VA’s Office of Public Affairs
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When to Consider Professional Help
If your distress is prolonged or you are unable to function 
well, consider seeking help. There are competent and caring 
professionals available who can help you with the most common 
responses such as depression, anxiety, PTSD, moral injury, and 
complicated grief.

Every VA facility has mental health specialists. Visit: https://www.
mentalhealth.va.gov/get-help/local-care.asp to find a provider near 
you.

Talk about your reactions in community-based VA Vet Centers, 
where over 70% of staff are Veterans themselves. Call 1-800-WAR-
VETS or find one near you.”

Or go to MakeTheConnection.net, an online resource designed 
to connect Veterans, their family members and friends, and other 
supporters with information, resources, and solutions to issues 
affecting their lives from challenging life events or experiences to 
mental health issues or challenges.

If you feel like you might hurt yourself or someone else, reach 
out now. The Veterans Crisis Line, online chat, and text-messaging 
service are free to all Veterans, even if you are not enrolled in VA 
health care. Confidential support is available 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week, 365 days a year through the Veterans Crisis Line (1-
800-273-8255 and Press 1).

VA ensures access to health care as 9/11 anniversary nears

As the 20th anniversary of 9/11 approached, the Department of 
Veterans Affairs is providing those who served awareness of 

and access to all their health care services, specifically in areas of 
mental health and post-traumatic stress care.

VA Mental Health officials said there has been an uptick in 
Veterans seeking help, which could increase more as they come to 
terms with their service and as the Afghanistan withdrawal comes 
to completion.

Our nation is indebted to the men and women who served in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, because they made our world infinitely 
safer,” said VA Secretary Denis McDonough. “Their service did 
not come without sacrifice as some carry physical and emotional 
wounds. We must ensure they get the world-class care they’ve 
earned and deserve.”

VA’s Vantage Point blog is running a four-part series on 
Afghanistan featuring Veterans’ thoughts and perspectives on their 
time there and the drawdown. The series will run each Tuesday 
until completed.

The series focuses on:
Recognizing warning signs of posttraumatic stress.
How spouses, family members and friends can respond to 
and assist someone with PTSD.
Where and how to get help within VA.
Mobile apps and tips for recovery.

“Our purpose for being there was to prevent further attacks on the 
homeland,” said Chief Master Sgt. Ramón Colón-López. Colón-
López is an Air Force pararescue man who served in Afghanistan 
and is currently the senior enlisted adviser to the chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff.

He adds his fellow service members should be proud of their 
actions over the last 20 years but also be cognizant of any mental 
health difficulties.

Colón-López spent years hiding and ignoring his PTSD, which led 
to heavy drinking and reckless behavior. It wasn’t until he had a 
mountain biking accident that his wife gave him an ultimatum to 
get help.

“Veterans should be on the lookout for red flags if news of 
Afghanistan starts changing behavior,” said the Director of the 
National Center for PTSD Consultation Program Sonya Norman, 
Ph.D. “These include isolating, using alcohol and drugs or any 
increase in unhealthy behaviors compared to normal.”

Norman points out excessive working or video game playing could 
be signs someone is struggling and needs help.

The series provides information on Vet Centers which started after 
the Vietnam War and addresses the parallels between conflicts and 
how they can help through readjustment counseling.

“I’ve got Vietnam Veterans who are still coming here, not because 
we failed to resolve any issue in their life, but because they found 
a home in the community,” said Director of the Las Vegas Vet 
Center Joe Lasky. “They found friendships and a way to come talk 
and deal with issues that may have started in Vietnam, but now 
affect their current health.”

Lasky added he’s seen a willingness among Vietnam Veterans to 
mentor more recent Veterans. Decades removed from their own 
service; many will offer advice to younger Veterans to not repeat 
mistakes they might have made.
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