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BVA’s year-old initiative Operation Peer Support soared to unprecedented heights at the Association’s 62nd National Convention. In the August 16 photo, OIF/OEF servicemen and Christina Hitchcock prepare for a 10,000-foot dive in skies overlooking the Great Southwest. The amazing feat and other highlights of the convention week are reviewed in this issue of the Bulletin. 
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Legislative Update
by Tom Zampieri
A Full Summer Slate


BVA’s government relations agenda was as full as ever in June and July as we prepared for the 62nd National Convention. The needs, concerns, and issues of our organization were presented on a number of levels and settings before Congress, other disability advocacy organizations, and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). 


Specifically, we arranged opportunities to meet with several key members of the House and Senate Committees on Veterans Affairs, Appropriations Committees, and Armed Services Committees.


We offered testimony before the House VA Subcommittee on Economics at two hearings, in addition to monitoring the monthly Veterans Benefits Disability Commission meetings and participating in regularly scheduled briefings at VA headquarters.


In concert with other major Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs), BVA worked diligently to ensure that Fiscal Year 2008 appropriations would be sufficient to meet the needs of veterans. We were pleased in June and July when the House and Senate MILCON/VA Appropriations Subcommittees voted on and approved the largest increase in discretionary funding for VA health care in 77 years. 


Of greater significance to BVA was that we were successful in securing additional funding to be directed to VA Blind Rehabilitation Service. This occurred through a $10 million add-on in the Iraq War Supplemental bill passed in late May. In June, another $12.5 million increase was included for the same purpose in the aforementioned MILCON/VA House bill. The Senate approved $10 million. The $2.5 million difference was to be resolved in conference with a final vote likely to occur in the full Senate in September.


VA Secretary R. James Nicholson announced last January that VA would reorganize its rehabilitation services to provide visually impaired veterans with a full continuum of vision health care closer to their homes. He reported at the time that the cost of the funding for the services between 2008 and 2011 would be $40 million. The additional funds included in the Iraq War Supplemental and the MILCON/VA bill will ensure that the initial programs that are part of this reorganization can be implemented. 

Outpatient Services

Still the Priority 

BVA has continued to express concerns over the CARES (Capital Asset Realignment for Enhanced Services) recommendation that VA open two new Blind Rehabilitation Centers (BRCs) in Biloxi, Mississippi, and Long Beach, California (a third has also been proposed for Cleveland, Ohio, outside of the CARES recommendations). We have stated on the record that a strategic emphasis by VA on planning additional outpatient blind rehabilitation services, closer to large populations of aging blinded veterans in networks where no services are currently present, would be a more ideal move. 

The Veterans Health Administration reports that 54 new sites with a variety of new, intermediate, and advanced Visual Impairment Service Teams (VISTs)/Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialists (BROS) will be established over the next three years. Some 11 VA Medical Center sites are already being identified for new BROS positions and 11 new full-time VIST Coordinator positions will also be created in FY 2008. 

Eye Injuries

Understated
We recognize more than ever the need to increase public awareness at all levels regarding the needs of blinded veterans and their families. Of great importance in this effort are the visits we frequently conduct with service personnel at Walter Reed Army Medical Center and National Naval Medical Center. The visits allow us to become better informed and, consequently, to work more effectively and productively with the legislative and executive branches as we attempt to bring about change and better serve our newly blinded veterans.

BVA has openly favored the establishment of a central reporting system within the Department of Defense (DoD) to track and coordinate with VA the “Seamless Transition” of such service personnel. Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) operations between March 2003 and June 2006 had produced 1,086 eye injuries among active duty, National Guard, and reserve members who were transferred from Military Treatment Facilities (MTFs). We have learned that many of the eye injured move back and forth to VA Poly Trauma Centers, then to the VA BRCs, once again back to MTFs for further surgery and rehabilitation, and then to medical evaluation boards. The extent to which these individuals are moved back and forth necessitates that they be tracked in a central registry. 

BVA’s participation in the Dole-Shalala Wounded Warrior Presidential Task Force investigation into the treatment and benefits systems for OIF and OEF wounded warriors reinforced, to us, the need for central tracking. We were shocked that the Task Force report showed blindness to be the fewest of all types of injuries. 

The number of eye injuries given in the report was 48 for the 39 months of the war! This figure was in direct conflict with the aforementioned 1,086 figure and seems even more inaccurate given that the Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) had, at the time the report was released, already provided service-connected disability benefits to 230 individuals who had suffered combat eye injuries. 

In World War I, some 4 percent of the evacuated wounded had suffered eye injuries. In World War II, this figure was 5 percent while it was 6 percent in the Korean conflict. In Vietnam, some 8 percent of all wounded had experience eye injuries. This figure is 13 percent for serious eye wounds suffered by OIF service personnel. 

The large number of injuries of all kinds among the National Guard and Reservists has not been seen since World War II and we must assume, at least for the time being, that the percentage of eye injuries for them is similar to the number for all service personnel. BVA must continue to monitor the processes and systems that govern the recovery of these brave men and women. We must ensure that all severely eye-injured service members receive the care they need and deserve through both DoD and VA.

A potential answer to the dilemma of a central tracking system came on August 3 when Senators John Kerry (D-MA), Chuck Hagel (R-NE), Pete Domenici (R-NM), and Barack Obama (D-IL) introduced an amendment to create, within DoD, a Military Eye Trauma Center of Excellence and Eye Trauma Registry. Representative John Boozman (R-AR-3) introduced a House version on September 18 to which a bi-partisan group of 12 Members immediately signed on as co-sponsors. The center would be an historic first, forcing all DoD branches to enter serious eye injuries requiring surgery into a registry that would be accessed by the VA Secretary. 

Additional Legislation

        I have referred to our paired organ legislation in several past issues of the Bulletin. In short, the efforts are aimed at obtaining a new definition for service-connected legal blindness for veterans who are blinded in one eye and later develop blindness in the other nonservice-connected eye. VBA’s new definition of blindness would be 20/200 or less. The current standard is 5/200. 


The House Paired Organ bill, H.R. 797, passed 414-0 as stand-alone legislation on the House floor back on March 21. In late April, Senate VA Committee Chairman Daniel Akaka (D-HI) introduced the companion bill, S. 1163, which was approved with full Committee support on June 23. The bill was expected to pass the full Senate in late September and make its way to the White House for signature shortly thereafter.


Two other bills referenced in previous Updates deserve mention once again. The first is H.R. 1240, or the VISTA bill introduced by Representative Sheila Jackson Lee (D-TX-18). H.R. 1240 authorized the inclusion of Blind Instructors and Orientation & Mobility Instructors in the VA scholarship program. This bill sought to attract students from accredited programs to VA employment by partially paying for their loans if they remained with VA for at least three years. 

With 19 co-sponsors, the bill cleared the VA Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity on June 21 after a hearing at which we provided oral and written testimony. Exactly one week later, the full VA Committee voted on and approved the bill, combining it with other VA benefits legislation that became H.R. 1315. The final version of H.R. 1315 was sent to the floor of the House and passed in July. Senate companion legislation has been introduced by Senator Hagel.

The second bill, H.R. 697, was introduced by Congressman Thomas Reynolds (R-NY-26). Known as the Blind Veterans Equity Act, H.R. 697 would remove the state annuity paid to blinded veterans in New York, New Jersey, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania from social security income offset. Being a tax issue, this bill was referred to the House Ways and Means Committee, where it remains without any scheduled action. 

Since language in H.R. 697 would still not fix one of the problems associated with the situation in New York unless a new amendment were added, there is perhaps even less probability of passage without considerable attention given and influence wielded by Ways and Means Committee Chairman Charles Rangel (D-NY-15).

A Memorable Friday
with Bob Woodruff

August 17 was a day at the convention that many of us will not soon forget. ABC News Reporter and Nightline Host Bob Woodruff spent the entire morning with OIF and OEF service personnel and their families who had come to Albuquerque as part of Operation Peer Support.

Most of the time was spent talking informally and emotionally of individual experiences. Each one was related with heartfelt courage and some with tears. Bob shared his own story of recovery, emphasizing at times the guilt he felt over the stress his injuries had placed on his wife and family. He expressed his desire to bring about more public awareness of the stories behind Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and vision dysfunction. 
Bob informed the group that he had lost about 40 percent of his upper peripheral visual fields. He said that he felt a unique bond with those in the room who had suffered vision loss due to TBI. His warmth, humor, sensitivity, compassion, and openness were most genuine, both in the small group morning meeting and during his Father Carroll Luncheon address in the afternoon. 
President’s Page

by Norman Jones

The pleasure is indeed all mine as I sit before my computer and compose this note of thanks for your support. I appreciate the votes that elected me as your National President at our 62nd National Convention in the Great State of New Mexico.

Congratulations are well in order to the New Mexico Regional Group for a job well done in hosting the convention. I salute you for your hard work and the excellence with which you arranged many of the week’s events. The manner in which the Santo Domingo Native American Disabled Veterans posted the colors at the opening meeting and again at the Awards Banquet was both exciting and exhilarating. 

My thanks extend to every blind and visually impaired veteran within the lower 48, Hawaii, Alaska, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. I pledge to work as hard as I can and to the best of my ability for the benefit of every one of you, service-connected or nonservice-connected, within my grasp. Be it before the President of the United States, before Congress, in front of regional groups, at BRCs, or even in interacting with individual blinded veterans, I will always represent you in the highest manner and as I would expect you to represent me.

As I look out at the horizon beyond my airborne wings, I see a potentially large decrease in membership over the next decade as many of us continue to age. We need to address this issue as soon as possible. Because our members numbered 10,718 as of June 30, 2007, the highest number we’ve ever had at the end of any fiscal year in BVA’s history, I feel impressed that “as soon as possible” should really mean “now” as we stand at this pinnacle. 

You might ask what my plan is for bringing in new members. The plan is quite simple: If only half of the 10,718 of us recruited only one new member by convention time next year, our membership total would be 15,000. This would be a stupendous feat. Can we do this? Of course we can because we are BVA and we believe wholeheartedly in our motto that blinded veterans must and do indeed, by nature, help their fellow blinded veterans.

I thank you also for the election of our talented National Board of Directors. I am quite sure that Vice President Ordway, Secretary White, Treasurer Kekahuna, and the six District Directors feel the same appreciation for your votes of confidence.

I thank also our National Chaplain, the Reverend Neftali Sanchez, for his loyalty and willingness to take on yet another year of excellent service. I acknowledge the dedication of our now Immediate Past President and Chairman of the Board Larry Belote, whose dedication and job well done we will never forget.

While I am thanking, I find it mandatory as well to acknowledge our conscientious, faithful, and devoted staff at National Headquarters in Washington. In my book, they are unbeatable, as are our highly rated Field Service Representatives who are the backbone of the Association.

None of our past progress would have been possible without the courage and steadfastness of BVA’s founders and early pioneers. Fortunately, I find the same qualities today in our 10,718 members, our regional groups, and our regional group chapters. 

In my campaign to increase membership, I hope to see and shake hands with as many of you as possible. Keep a light on for me and let’s see how it goes. In the event you wish to send a suggestion or two, my email address is chapjones@bellsouth.net or jonesnorman@bellsouth.net. 

I almost forgot to thank a most important group of people. I must not overlook our spouses, our partners, our friends, helpers, caregivers, and whatever other title one may give to the beautiful, kind, and patient folks that assist us each and every minute of every day. What would we do without them? 

Thanks indeed be to all responsible for making our lives better. May God bless all of them and all of us. May God bless BVA and may He continue to bless America.      

Greater Heights Envisioned

At Albuquerque Gathering

by Stuart Nelson

Cover Photo: Left to right, OIF serviceman Glenn Minney, Skydiving Instructor Kelly Wilson, OEF veteran Steve Beres, Instructor Adam Buckner, OIF serviceman Mike Jernigan, and Convention Coordinator Christina Hitchcock.

“This was our first convention and it was a memorable one indeed,” said Alabama Regional Group President Donald Blackburn as he and his wife, Betty, shuttled to the Albuquerque Sunport for their return trip to Pelham, Alabama. “I hope there will be many more for us in the future.”


Don was one of 157 blinded veterans and Betty one of 391 total registrants attending the BVA 62nd National Convention August 14-18.

“We appreciate all of the ways that this convention has motivated us and the opportunities we had to learn from one another,” said Carol Fox, wife of Ohio-Kentucky-Indiana (OKI) Regional Group Secretary Dave Fox. “The big highlight for us was the attendance of the servicemen and women from Iraq and Afghanistan.”


Dave and Carol’s adult daughter, Emily, also attended the convention, offering her services as a volunteer at the beginning of the week and helping out as assigned during each of the five convention days. Emily’s willingness to serve and her extra-mile efforts reflected the sacrifices and single-minded dedication offered by all of the volunteers, the Hyatt Regency staff, the BVA staff, and members of the host regional group in making the convention a success. Special thanks, as always, goes to Assistant Convention Coordinator Larry Martinez and Elena Martinez, Sam and Anita Ayoob, and Dawna Johnson.

BVA’s 62nd National Convention was also highlighted by extensive media coverage, both locally in the Albuquerque area and on the national level. Assisted by the pitching of stories from a variety of angles by National Industries for the Blind (NIB), both BVA and NIB garnered additional attention and recognition through the attendance of OIF/OEF personnel and the speech by renowned ABC Reporter Bob Woodruff.


Stories appeared almost daily in The Albuquerque Journal. Local television stations and The Albuquerque Tribune also covered the convention and related human interest stories such as the Thursday skydive. In addition, correspondents from National Public Radio and the Associated Press visited the convention and conducted interviews prior to Bob Woodruff’s Friday Father Carroll Luncheon address.
Second Running for

Operation Peer Support


Generous support of Operation Peer Support for the second consecutive year by Health Net Federal Services and Genentech made convention participation possible for 18 blinded OIF/OEF service personnel and the guest of their choice. Additional major support came from the Allergan Foundation, Pfizer Pharmaceuticals, the American Academy of Ophthalmology, National Industries for the Blind, and the American Optometric Association.


“Our guests were most grateful for the chance to attend the convention,” said Tom Zampieri. “We can never be overly effusive in extending our thanks to those who have made this possible.”


Other contributions to Operation Peer Support’s most recent efforts came from the Dale R. and Ruth L. Michels Family Foundation, the Kansas Braille Transcription Institute, Northern Illinois Clinical Labs, the Pennsylvania Regional Group, and Rivers Group LLC.


“Many of the OIF and OEF service members provided feedback and made recommendations on how we could improve Operation Peer Support leading up to the 63rd National Convention,” said Tom. “We sincerely hope to build on the program, using our experiences this year to bring even more of our brave servicemen and women next year.”


Activities for the group included a private briefing with Secretary Nicholson prior to his Wednesday keynote speech at the opening business session. An afternoon breakout session featured topics such as guide dog schools, talking book programs, and NIB employment programs. OEF blinded veteran and BVA member Steve Beres, Michigan Regional Group, participated in a panel discussion presented by NIB. Steve is the organization’s National Manager of Community Outreach Programs.


“I may have lost my sight but I haven’t lost my vision,” he told the group. Steve also described the professional and personal opportunities he has had since being blinded.


BVA’s own Urban Miyares, accomplished entrepreneur and president of the Disabled Businesspersons Association, also addressed employment issues. Urban is a member of the San Diego Regional Group and a former BVA Director of District 4.


NIB hosted a Wednesday evening dinner for OIF/OEF personnel, their guests, and a few BVA staff members. The Friday evening Operation Peer Support barbecue for the entire convention body was also held to honor the service of the OIF/OEF guests.

  
Still another highlight for three of the Operation Peer Support participants and Christina Hitchcock was a Thursday tandem leap from a small plane some 10,500 feet above the Belen, New Mexico Airport, located 35 miles south of Albuquerque. The jumps took place courtesy of “Skydive New Mexico.”

“There are really no words to describe this,” said an emotional Mike Jernigan as he was interviewed for a local television news segment immediately after the jump. “I was pretty relaxed and calm until that door opened and we prepared to jump out.”


Mike and instructor Adam Buckner experienced their free fall for 31 seconds until the parachute opened at 4,770 feet. Their fastest drop speed was 146 miles per hour and the slowest was 131. Parachute time in descent was approximately six minutes.


“It was just an awesome, amazingly interesting feeling and experience that I wish I could have seen,” he said.


The full cadre of Operation Peer Support attendees were: Kenny Adams accompanied by mother Frances Adams; Joe Bogart; Ivan Castro and Evelyn Galvis; Readen Armond Clavier and Hester Rehuher; John Crabtree and wife Marshell; Travis Fugate; Michael Jernigan and Lislie Green; Tanya Jones and mother Mary Johnson; Tim Maxwell and mother Linda Maxwell; Glenn Minney and Gretchen Thacker; Alan Osmunson and Tamara Givens; Christopher Paiser and wife Mary; Brian Pearce and wife Angela; Nicholas Popadich, wife April, and son Nick, Jr.; Manuel Rivas and Gloria Rivas (sister); Angie Strotz; Jason Waterhouse and wife Suzetta; and Casmiri Werda.
Nicholson Highlights

Opening Session


“My main mission to all of you in coming here is to thank you for what you have done, what you are now doing, what you have endured, and to salute you and your family with great admiration,” said Secretary Nicholson at the convention’s opening business session.


Speaking to a standing-room only crowd of approximately 525 blinded veterans, their families, VA employees, and the press, Nicholson addressed VA efforts to treat two of the signature injuries of OIF and OEF veterans—Traumatic Brain Injury and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.


“There should be no stigmas attached to these conditions,” he said. “They are a common reaction to a very uncommon experience that these men and women have just gone through.”


Nicholson praised VA employees for their unwavering dedication to helping veterans. Using Hurricane Katrina and the evacuation of the Gulf Coast medical centers following the hurricane as his example, Nicholson said that not a single veteran life nor medical record or history was lost in the transporting of tens of thousands of veterans in the area.


“That to me epitomizes the kind of people at VA with whom I’ve had the privilege of working. They have a true compassion for veterans—that’s why they are there and that’s why I’ve enjoyed the honor of this job so tremendously.”


Nicholson’s speech was followed by brief remarks by Representative Heather Wilson (R-NM-1), who touched on issues of legislative concern to BVA. John Garcia, who is both President of the National Association of State Directors of Veterans Affairs and the Secretary of the New Mexico Department of Veterans Services, also addressed the session.


The meeting started with a Civil War version of the National Anthem rendered by the New Mexico Territorial Brass Band. The colors were posted by the Santo Domingo Native American Veterans.
Exhibits Demonstrate

Recent Tech Advances 


The spacious convention exhibit hall housed some 40 participating organizations with neatly displayed products and/or explanations of services for the blind and visually impaired. The hall was just steps from most of the BVA meeting rooms, VIST/BROS meetings, the registration desk, and the convention office.


Several major events highlighted activity in the exhibit hall. Immediately after set-up, a Happy Hour wine and cheese reception designed to attract VA Blind Rehabilitation Service officials to the exhibits was held early Monday evening. On Tuesday, box lunches were made available within the hall to VA personnel courtesy of the Fidelco Guide Dog Foundation. A similar box lunch affair, this one sponsored by EVAS, was provided to BVA members on Wednesday.

Other exhibitors who supported convention events include K-NFB Reading Technology, Inc., and LS&S Group, the latter of which provided funding for this year’s President’s Reception.


The remaining exhibiting organizations were: AGA, LLC; American Printing House for the Blind; America’s Vet Dogs, VA K-9 Corps, Inc.; Blind and Vision Services of Pittsburgh; Chicago Lighthouse for People Who Are Blind or Visually Impaired; Diagnostic Devices, Inc.; Enabling Technologies; Enhanced Vision; En-Vision America, Inc.; Eschenbach Optik of America; Freedom Guide Dogs for the Blind; Freedom Scientific Blind-Low Vision Group; GW Micro, Inc.; Guerilla Technologies; Guiding Eyes for the Blind; HumanWare; In-Touch Graphics, Inc.; Independent Living Aids; Integration Technologies Group, Inc.; ISAC, Inc.; Leader Dogs for the Blind; LevelStar, LLC; MagniSight, Inc.; Matilda Ziegler Magazine for the Blind; Maxi-Aids; National Library Services for the Blind and Physically Handicapped; Neuro Vision Technology; Ocutech, Inc; Optelec; Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic; School of Piano Technology for the Blind; Serotek Corporation; Talking Tabs; VA Research and Development; and VetDogs.

Warmth, Hospitality in  

“Land of Enchantment”


“The opportunity to experience so much of New Mexico on the Tuesday tour was one I’m glad I didn’t miss,” said Dennis O’Connell, New York Regional Group. “Those responsible for arranging it in New Mexico deserve extra thanks for providing us such a great time.”


The trip to which Dennis referred took convention attendees to Jamez Mountain Trail, Los Alamos, and Chimayo. A similar “Meet Albuquerque” tour on Thursday included stops at the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center and Old Town. A Native American Arts and Crafts Fair, arranged by the regional group and sponsored by the Santo Domingo Pueblo’s Native American Disabled Veterans, occurred Thursday-Saturday across the street in Civic Plaza. The fair consisted of on-stage entertainment and some of New Mexico’s finest traditional and contemporary jewelry, pottery, and other crafts.


Typical of the “Land of Enchantment,” the warm welcome was accompanied by five days of desert heat in the mid-90s, a sky filled with nothing but sunshine, and comfortably cool nights.
Maino, Lundgren

Address Forum


“Despite the many challenges you all face, there is no better time to be a blinded veteran,” declared Joe Maino, Chief of VA’s VICTORS (Visual Impairment Center to Optimize Remaining Sight) Low Vision Program.


Speaking to BVA members and spouses at the convention’s Friday Forum, Maino emphasized VA’s position on the cutting edge of vision rehabilitation technology research and development.


“VA is definitely the place to be when it comes to blindness and low vision,” he said. “As long as funding continues, such as the recent $40 million authorization from Congress, we will continue to see relevant research advances.”


Maino said blinded veterans more productively utilize their VA-issued, low-vision devices than other veteran populations receiving assisted living items. He also emphasized the importance of visual field blindness and contrast sensitivity in addition to visual acuity, the latter of which is often mistakenly assumed to be the only criteria for evaluating sight loss.

The second half of the Forum session featured Dr. Alston R. Lundgren, a practicing family physician from Santa Fe, New Mexico, who has integrated medical acupuncture into his practice of treating the entire body. Lundgren’s Santa Fe Eye Protocol to Reverse the Vision Loss of Macular Degeneration is a four-fold eye treatment. The program has reportedly resulted in measurable improvements in vision of approximately 85 percent of his patients with either Wet or Dry Advanced Macular Degeneration.

Woodruff Speech Leaves

Indelible Mark


“If you can’t see, get out there and ski,” said Bob Woodruff in his Father Carroll Memorial Luncheon address Friday afternoon.


Speaking to some 400 convention attendees, guests, and members of the media, Woodruff emphasized the importance of doing the things one has a passion for, even if they are done in ways that are a little out of the norm.


“There are so many things in life that we must do under circumstances that are different from what we originally thought they’d be,” he said, using his own experience as a model.

“I was an anchor for ABC News for a full 27 days! Although I can no longer do that type of work, some things in my life that have changed are better and I can do a type of reporting that never would have been opened up to me otherwise.”


Woodruff recounted the speed with which he and his photographer were transported approximately a mile on the ground and subsequently airlifted by helicopter to medical care immediately after being wounded. He was in quality care within two hours and back at Bethesda Naval Medical Center within 72 hours, where he would spend the next 36 days.


“I’ve heard from those involved in airlifting us that a commander radioed the helicopter pilots telling them not to land at that time because of heavy gunfire,” he said. “The pilots leaned over, turned off the radio, and ignored the message in order to save our lives.”

Woodruff expressed gratitude for the caliber of individuals serving in the current military who constantly enter danger to save the lives of others. He believes a similar injury in New York City would never have received the same care and attention.

“If you understand who these people are and what they are about, you care more deeply than ever before about those who are involved in all of this,” he said. “Those pilots had no idea at the time who I was—if I was a contractor, a journalist, or in some type of military capacity—but the only thing important to them was that we needed help quickly.”

Be It Resolved!


A total of 54 resolutions were originally submitted to the BVA membership for consideration on the convention floor at the closing business session. Of those, 34 were voted on and approved as a block since they had been approved in previous years. An additional 18 of 20 proposed resolutions were approved by convention attendees and delegates, bringing the total number passed to 52.


The new resolutions passed at the 62nd National Convention have been uploaded to www.bva.org/advocacy.html.

BVA Board and

Officer Update


Elections for six positions on the Board of Directors were held during the months leading up to the convention, or at the convention itself. Four of the six elections—for National President, Vice President, Secretary, and Director of District 4—did not have an opposing candidate.


The following National Officers were elected for two-year terms of office. The President, Vice President, and Secretary were each elected by one unanimous vote cast by the National Secretary in the closing business session.

President – Dr. Norman Jones, Jr., Georgia Regional Group
Vice President – Dr. Sidney Ordway, South Texas Regional Group
Secretary – Ronald White, New York Regional Group

Treasurer – Dr. Roy Kekahuna, Silver State Regional Group
District Directors elected for full three-year terms are:


Director of District 3 – Sam Huhn, Pennsylvania Regional Group 





  (opposed by Clyde Compton)


Director of District 4 – Dr. Roy Kekahuna, Silver State Regional Group





  (uncontested)


Dr. Roy Kekahuna resigned his position as Director of District 4 shortly after being declared the uncontested winner of the spring 2007 election. The Board accordingly appointed Robert “Dale” Stamper of the Inland Empire Regional Group as the interim Director. A special election for this position and the two remaining years in its term will be held in the spring of 2008. 


The National Board of Directors also re-appointed The Reverend Neftali Sanchez of the Silver State Regional Group for his 29th consecutive year as BVA National Chaplain and named Mike Kanitsch of the Northern Arizona Regional Group as this year’s National Sergeant-At-Arms.


Newly elected National Treasurer Kekahuna was born and raised in Honolulu, Hawaii. He is a combat-disabled Vietnam veteran of the U.S. Army, having enlisted in June 1957 as a Private E-1 and retiring as an officer 14 years later. Roy worked for five years as a sales trainer for Sun Life of Canada and for 15 years as a director of 11 divisions in the Morale Welfare & Recreation Directorate for different military installations of the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and NATO. He later owned and presided over RWKK & Associates, a San Diego-based manufacturing representative specializing in government sales and contracting. Roy has earned two bachelors degrees, two masters degrees, and a Ph.D. in sports psychology. In addition to his BVA membership, he is a life member of five other VSOs and the Elks. He served as a District Director during 2004-07 and is a former San Diego Regional Group Secretary and Treasurer. He has been an active VA Medical Center volunteer and a coach/advisor in youth sports and recreation programs.

Link, Shapiro Earn

Highest BVA Honors


This year’s Melvin J. Maas Award winner was Peter Link of the Rocky Mountain Regional Group. For 20 years, Peter helped literally thousands of veterans receive their VA benefits, providing them also with extra doses of inspiration, encouragement, and practical assistance along the way. 

Bringing a comprehensive knowledge of the law, coupled with integrity, compassion, and tenacity to his VA claims work as a BVA Field Service Representative, Peter has also been an effective tutor, mentor, and facilitator for a host of other field reps and volunteers as the long-regarded BVA “guru” on veterans benefits.

Peter Link has immersed himself totally in everything he has endeavored to do, beginning as a medic in the U.S. Air force during 1954-58. Although he began losing his vision while in the Air Force and was declared legally blind in the early 1960s, he maintained his central vision until the mid-1980s. He has been totally blind in both eyes since 1995.
Peter refused to allow the condition of his eyes to frustrate and hinder him in his career. Although he is a remarkable self-teacher in almost everything he does, this talent is most openly evident in his utilization of adaptive technology, especially learning aids like computers. 

Like many veterans he has assisted, Peter attended the Western Blind Rehabilitation Center in Palo Alto, California, learning orientation and mobility skills that allowed him to improve and solidify his independence. He then earned a Bachelor of Arts in Sociology from Eastern Washington State University and a Master of Science in Psychology and Rehabilitation Counseling from San Francisco State University. He also has 40 post-graduate credits in law and has community college teaching credentials in California. He is a member of the National Organization of Veterans Advocates and the Washington, DC, Bar Association.


As a BVA Field Rep, Peter provided excellent oversight of VA programs, going way beyond the extra mile in time and energy to ensure that all veterans received the services, benefits, and prosthetics for which they were legally eligible. 

The Irving Diener Award had no nominees and hence no winner in 2007. 


Jack Shapiro of the New York Regional Group was honored as this year’s David Schnair Award winner. Since BVA’s earliest days until the present, Jack has been widely known for his upbeat spirit, his dry sense of humor, and his willingness to help and serve his fellow blinded veterans without thought of recompense or reward. 

Prior to October 1, 2006, Jack had accumulated more than 28,500 volunteer hours for BVA, having already been honored and recognized by the New York Harbor Healthcare System (Manhattan Campus) in 2003 for reaching 25,000 hours of service. 


Jack was a World War II Army medic in D-Day Plus 2, at one time suffering a shrapnel wound to his foot that returned him to England for treatment. After the wound healed, Jack was sent back to his unit. In February of 1945, Jack found himself treating wounded soldiers in the Battle of the Bulge. Walking behind an ambulance, he lost his vision when the vehicle struck a landmine.


Jack was hospitalized at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, and then sent to Avon Old Farms, Connecticut, in August of 1945, missing by just four months the founding and first official meeting of the Blinded Veterans Association on March 28, 1945. He started his career with Bache and Company Investment Firm in New York and then worked for the Social Security Administration for 30 years. Following retirement, he began working alongside David Schnair himself in the New York Regional Group’s volunteer office and continues in much the same capacity today. 


Other award winners are:


2007 Gold Gavel Award


Greater Houston Regional Group

(largest numerical increase—42 new members) 


2007 Silver Gavel Award


Rio Grande Regional Group


(largest percentage member increase, second consecutive year—11 percent)


2007 Certificates of Appreciation

Jodi C. Roth

VIST Coordinator


VA Medical Center


Portland, Oregon


Terence Bowles


BVA National Convention Volunteer Support, 2002-07     


     Arlington, Virginia

Special Plaque Presentation


Joseph H. Maino, O.D.


Chief of VICTORS Low Vision Rehabilitation Program


VA Medical Center


Kansas City, Missouri


Braille Flag Presentation Courtesy of Kansas Braille Transcription Institute

Bob Woodruff


ABC News


New York, New York


Special Michael Naranjo Sculpture Presentation


Dennis O’Connell


New York Regional Group


Floral Park, New York

Volunteers Perform

Labor of Love


“Today was a real adventure,” joked Convention Volunteer Coordinator Margarine Beaman after a day’s work at the Albuquerque Sunport.


Margarine was referring to the tightrope she and her cadre of volunteers were required to walk as they passed back and forth through security checkpoints, ran to meet Operation Peer Support arrivals that landed within minutes of one another, arranged ground transportation, carried heavy luggage to and from the outside curb, or secured dog food for a convention attendee whose bags did not arrive with his flight.


“This is always a juggling act that I’m not sure how we manage, but somehow it always works out,” she said.


Making it work for Margarine means kind persistence with airport and shuttle employees, quick training sessions with new volunteers, durable arms and legs, intermittent cellular telephone calls to BVA staff, and the ability to go long periods with minimal food, drink, and sleep—all the while laughing with old friends and making sure no one goes unattended.


“It’s a real trip, that’s for sure,” she said, “but the BVA conference is still much smaller and manageable than others I’ve worked with, which simply means I’m used to all of this!”


In addition to her dawn-to-dusk airport service when convention attendees arrived in and departed from Albuquerque, Margarine was never long in one place as she attended, as always, to every need and request.

Trip Home Sweeter for

Sweepstakes Winners


The grand prize sweepstakes winner was blinded veteran Louis Nadell, a Korean War era veteran from Eugene, Oregon. Lou collected approximately $5,300 in winnings, or 50 percent of the prize pool.


Second prize went to June Willis of Athens, Georgia, wife of World War II veteran Robert Willis. June won some $2,600, which was 25 percent of the prize pool.


The third place winner was Joanne Evans, wife of Gene Evans. Joanne and Gene, residents of Albert Lea, Minnesota, attended the convention and were present at the Awards Banquet when the winners were announced. Joanne won approximately $1,500, or 15 percent of the prize pool.


Past National President Carl Foley of Dayton, Ohio was the lucky name drawn for fourth place. His winnings were approximately 10 percent of the prize pool, amounting to $1,100. Carl was also in attendance to hear that a winning ticket had been drawn for him.

Looking to 63rd 

and Beyond


Anticipation and planning for the BVA 63rd National Convention in Phoenix, Arizona, are already underway. Still a bit weary from the long days in Albuquerque, Assistant Convention Coordinator Larry Martinez is nevertheless already enthusiastic about BVA’s gathering in The Valley of the Sun’s Hyatt Regency Hotel August 12-16, 2008.


“This is a convention our membership will not want to miss,” he said. “The regional group is working feverishly on the tours and side trips, and the opportunities for enjoyment in downtown Phoenix are almost endless.”


According to Larry, some 22 restaurants, including the world-famous and reasonably priced “Matador” directly across the street to the right of the hotel, are all located within walking distance of The Hyatt Regency. A public transportation service will take passengers free of charge within a 15-block area of downtown. Bank One Ballpark, home of the Arizona Diamondbacks, is a two-block stroll while world-class theater, shopping, and bars are equally close. Uniformed “ambassadors” are found on nearly every corner to direct and assist the city’s visitors.


The Hyatt Regency itself features four full-service restaurants: Compass Restaurant (a top-floor revolving facility that allows patrons to see different views of the city while dining), Networks Bar and Grill, Terrace Cafe, and Einstein Bros. Cafe and Bagel. There is a full-service business center, a fully equipped fitness center, and a gift shop.


“Make no mistake--it’s warm in Phoenix” said Larry. “That being said, no one should miss this convention because of the heat as there are outdoor air mists and superb indoor air conditioning everywhere.”


Activities in the works include a Thursday trip to Sedona arranged by the Northern Arizona Regional Group and a music and mariachi performance. The room rate for the Hyatt Regency is $94 plus a 12.07 percent room tax.


Portland, Oregon, will be the site of the BVA 64th National Convention in August of 2009. Exact convention dates and hotel venue will be announced in an upcoming Bulletin issue. Official bids can now be submitted for 2010 and 2011 with voting to take place in Phoenix next year. Peter Davis of the Mid-Atlantic Regional Group made a pitch during the closing business session for Washington, DC/Northern Virginia as a potential site for the 65th Convention. San Juan, Puerto Rico, has also expressed interest in bidding for 2010. 

Around BVA
DAR Lauds

Peter Link


BVA is not alone this year in its recent recognition of outstanding professional service by Peter Link, recently retired as the Region 5 Field Service Representative in Denver, Colorado. The Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) have been equally impressed by his accomplishments and dedicated service to veterans.


After nominating Peter to receive a Braille flag and then formally presenting the flag to him last December, Pam Merriam, DAR Colorado State Librarian and Regent of the Smoky Hill Trail Chapter, decided that Peter would also be a worthy nominee for the organization’s Outstanding Veteran Patient Volunteer Award. Candidates for the award are selected on a state, regional, and national level.


“Much to our delight, Peter won this award at the state level,” said Pam. “This means that he was the best nominee selected from 38 chapters in Colorado.”


After winning in Colorado, Peter’s nomination was then sent to a committee representing the southwest division, which would evaluate his volunteer service with nominees from Arizona, California, Hawaii, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah.


“Because California is such a biggie with so many great people to choose from, we were immensely excited when Peter was also selected for the southwest division award,” said Pam.


Peter handled veterans benefits issues for BVA in 11 western states for more than 20 years. He is best known in BVA circles for his expertise in the area of claims. For additional biographical information on Peter Link, see the report on the Melvin J. Maas Award on pp. 17-18. 

Kenny Adams Makes

Houston Race Debut


High drama and excitement marked a special evening September 8 in Houston, Texas. This was made possible by adventurous BVA member and Operation Peer Support participant Kenny Adams, the generosity of former Indy race car driver Joey Truscelli, and the relentless work and preparation of the Greater Houston Regional Group. 


“A Salute to Our Troops and Kenny Adams,” attended live by some 8,000 spectators at Houston Raceway Park, consisted of an F-16 flyover, fireworks, the landing of a Coast Guard helicopter in the midst of several historic military vehicles, and a grand entry of 400 motorcycles with Kenny leading the way in a three-wheeler Harley Davidson. Kenny was severely injured and blinded totally in Afghanistan in 2004. 


The program was videotaped and will air this fall on national syndicated prime time television as “One Good Turn with Joey T.” Heading up much of the effort was Regional Group President Roy Young and Secretary Dr. Ronald Anderson. All visually impaired and blinded veterans, along with one escort, were admitted free. Because the evening saluted all veterans, all active and inactive military personnel as well as employees/volunteers of the Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center were also provided with free admission. 


The event’s main attraction was a series of ten stock car races, the fifth of which featured Kenny and Joey Truscelli racing against blindfolded Texas Patriot Motorcycle Club President Terry McCormick and Kenny’s brother-in-law, Teddy Tovar.


“Kenny Adams was a winner before he ever stepped into the car!” Truscelli exclaimed through a microphone just prior to the race.


Once in the driver’s seat, Kenny prepared to take verbal instructions from Truscelli as to when and how he should turn, when to slow down, and how fast he could go. McCormick readied himself to receive similar instructions from Tovar, who also sat in the passenger seat to his right in the other car. 


Race Grand Marshall Young Roy Young climbed to the top of the flagman’s stand, where he dropped the green flag to begin the race.


“The race was very close for at least four of the five laps of the race,” said Roy. “At the finish line, however, Kenny pulled ahead and won by just half a car length.”


Kenny received the winner’s trophy and then a congratulatory kiss from his wife, Katie. According to Roy, he was a gracious winner, thanking BVA National and the Greater Houston Regional Group as he addressed the crowd.


“The crowd continued to roar when Kenny spoke, just as it did when I told them to give Mark Cornell a big Houston welcome,” said Roy. “It was amazing how all of our other local service organizations and community came to support BVA and Kenny.”


The event allowed the regional group an opportunity to promote BVA and explain its services. In addition to a large booth complete with visual aides and prosthetic devices available for the spectators to visit, Roy explained BVA services between each of the ten individual races. Ron Anderson, Mark Cornell, and other BVA members and volunteers also promoted BVA one-on-one with spectators in the stands throughout the evening.

Field Service Program

Adds Southern Rep


Persian Gulf War blinded veteran Bill Murphy has joined the BVA Field Service Program staff as the representative for Region III. Effective May 17, Bill began his tenure in the same office in Decatur, Georgia, that was occupied by his most immediate predecessors Don Cummings and Norman Jones. 


“I enjoy being able to return to the type of work I did as a First Sergeant,” he said, “which amounted to helping people and ensuring the best type of service and facilities for those I was serving.”


Blinded by diabetic retinopathy in the early 1990s, Bill lost much of his vision in one eye within a three-month period. He now has only light perception in that eye but has stabilized with laser treatments the loss in the second eye. Bill joined BVA in 1996 as a member of the Georgia Regional Group.

“I’m just grateful for what I have left and that the loss now seems to be under control,” he said.


Bill was handpicked by his Wing Commander to serve as a First Sergeant for deployed Airborne Warning and Control Wing personnel in the Desert Shield/Desert Storm area of responsibility. Based in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, he maintained relationships with Saudi and Coalition agencies to provide mess facilities, mail delivery, telephone, and morale and recreation services in both Riyadh and at various locations throughout the Kuwait Theater of Operations.


He also performed similar First Sergeant duties at assignments at Tinker Air Force Base in Oklahoma and Castle Valley Air Force Base in California until late 1993. Following his discharge, he worked as a property manager, sold electronics, owned a premier body art studio in Northeast Atlanta, and performed volunteer work at the VA Medical Center. While volunteering, he learned of the BVA position opening from VIST Coordinator Kendel Prescott. 


In his spare time, Bill still enjoys woodworking and is hoping to resume bowling and playing golf.
Ohio Vet

Speaks Out


Ohio Regional Group Secretary Dave May participated in a telephone town hall meeting with Representative Charlie Wilson (D-OH-6) on July 3.


Arranged by the local Disabled American Veterans chapter, the meeting took place in Marietta, Ohio. Although a live audience was present, a radio station broadcast the proceedings and received questions from veterans calling in on a toll-free number.


“Although I am not personally in Congressman Wilson’s district, our BVA regional group is indeed part of it,” said Dave. “I took advantage of an opportunity to specifically ask him if he would support H.R. 1240 (the VISTA bill), which would provide scholarships for those who would like to work for VA and teach blind rehab—to which he said he would support all legislation that would help veterans.”


Dave’s brief but meaningful contact with Wilson on a specific issue was welcomed by Director of Government Relations Tom Zampieri.


“This is great news and a perfect example of how BVA members can become more politically engaged with members of Congress on our legislative issues at local events,” he said. “If more of our members joined together with other organizations and took advantage of these opportunities back in their home districts, we would have more co-sponsors of our own legislation and more support for issues of importance to all disabled veterans.”


Tom suggests that BVA members ask their representatives if they have formed a “District Veterans Liaison Committee” and, if so, if a member of the BVA regional group can serve on the committee. 
“Blinded Vets and Friends”

Offers Help, Resources


BVA members Jerry Hogan and Paul Oberholtzer, South Texas Regional Group, have developed a website containing resources for blinded veterans and their associates.


The site’s url is www.blindedvetsandfriends.org and is not directly affiliated with BVA, VA, or any other organization. The site does frequently feature news and materials from such organizations. It also sends out its own newsletter to subscribers and offers three different chat rooms.   
“Blinded Vets and Friends” is searching for board members to assist with decision making and additional individuals to serve as conference room moderators. Interested individuals should contact Jerry Hogan through the site. 
South Texas Member

Gets Bronze Star


World War II blinded veteran Martin Beilke, a 92-year-old South Texas Regional Group life member from Weslaco, Texas, recently received a Bronze Star for heroic actions performed more than 60 years ago.


A party to celebrate the medal and honor Martin’s service was given by the Love of Christ Lutheran Church in Weslaco and reported by Jennifer L. Bergham in the July 12 Monitor Newspaper (Rio Grande Valley). 


The Bronze Star was presented to Martin because his vision was determined to have deteriorated as a result of his military service. Despite that, Martin survived five months at Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands without suffering an injury.

BVA Again

Honors Fallen


Blinded veterans throughout the country attended special services and presented ceremonial wreaths in tributes held on Memorial Day.


According to Dora Gabe, National President of the BVA Auxiliary, the day was especially meaningful this year for BVA’s Southern Arizona Regional Group.


I was pleased to participate in the wreath laying and to be present for the prayer offered by our own Delbert Linn,” she said. 

The site of the Southern Arizona ceremony was the Veterans Monument adjacent to the Tucson VA Medical Center and Davis-Monthan Air Force Base.


In the Nation’s Capital, Tom Miller and Steve Matthews presented a BVA wreath at Arlington National Cemetery’s Tomb of the Unknowns. The wreath laying followed music by the United States Marine Band and brief addresses by Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Peter Pace, Deputy Secretary of Defense Gordon England, and President George W. Bush in the cemetery’s Memorial Amphitheater.
Student Produces 

BVA Documentary


Leander Schaerlaeckens, a graduate student in broadcast journalism at The American University in Washington, DC, has produced a documentary about BVA.


The eight-minute segment features interviews with Tom Miller and World War II blinded veteran Dr. Louis J. Blumen at BVA National Headquarters. Schaerlaeckens also interviewed OIF serviceman Jeffery Mittman at Walter Reed Army Medical Center.


An online link to the production will be available shortly on the Homepage of the BVA website.
Concerned New Yorker

Makes Voice Known


Blinded veteran Ralph Chinelly, New York Regional Group, concerned that OIF servicemen and women who made the ultimate sacrifice were not being appropriately remembered in his state, took action by asking Member of Assembly Susan V. John if the state could lower the flag to half-staff with each tragic loss. 

Because the state legislature cannot order flags to be lowered for that purpose, John followed up on Ralph’s request by addressing an April 11 letter to New York Governor Eliot Spitzer, who has the authority and power to implement such action by executive order.


“I believe that this simple act would be a great statement to our fallen children and send a strong message to their survivors that New Yorkers appreciate their sacrifice,” John’s letter stated. 

Ralph encourages BVA members to ask for similar action to be taken in other states.
Auxiliary’s View
by Peter Davis

As we finish unpacking from Albuquerque, let us not forget our friendships, both new and renewed. Let these memories last a very long time.


I am your newly elected BVAA Reporter. I am 65 years young, a Vietnam veteran, married to Lottie for 35 years, a BVA member for more than 30 years, and a BVA Auxiliary member for the past five years. 

I am also president of the BVA Mid-Atlantic Regional Group. You might ask: Is this a conflict?  My response: Not in the least. Both organizations have the same goals: serving and supporting blinded veterans and their families. With this in mind, let’s look ahead.

Dr. Norman Jones, the newly elected National President of our parent organization, challenged all of us, BVA and BVAA members alike, to increase our membership in the coming year. He reminded all of us that we can either grow by replacing our World War II veterans and their spouses with new members, or we can cease being the same viable organization. He suggested that each of us bring in just one new member to help with this task. Doing so can only help BVAA and BVA both grow and grow together!


Many BVAA and BVA members are participating this year in “White Cane” Day activities scheduled throughout the month of October. I encourage you as individuals and BVAA groups to help educate as many people, from kindergarten to seniors, on the role and importance of the white cane to both the blind and the general public. Please emphasize its importance in identifying a blind person and making possible his/her safe travel.


Your scholarship fund was again able to assist college students with $8,000 in grants for the current 2007-08 academic year. Your continued support of the fund is needed to continue this outreach. Direct gifts to the fund can be sent to BVAA National Treasurer Janice Bianculli, 35 Port View Road, South Chatham, MA 02659. Remember to begin collecting and saving your items for next year’s Silent Auction. The auction brought in more than $2,000 this year.


Your 2007-08 BVAA newly elected national officers are happy and willing to begin serving. They are: Dora Gabe, President; Joan Langworthy, Vice President; Sandy Krasnodemski, Secretary; Janice Bianculli, Treasurer; and Pete Davis, Reporter. Appointed at the convention were Ted Noddin as Sergeant-at-Arms, Rose Marie Johnson as Parliamentarian, and The Reverend Edna Kirksey-Dixon as BVAA National Chaplain. 
Of Note
WBRC Celebrates

40th Anniversary


The Western Blind Rehabilitation Center will celebrate its 40th birthday October 18-20 in Palo Alto, California. Festivities will also include a reunion of BRC alumni during the final two days.

  
Activities throughout the anniversary celebration include an open house, speakers, an historical presentation, banquet, and dance. The Alumni Reunion will consist of tours, workshops, a white cane walk, and a local outing.


For more information or an RSVP form, contact Beth at 650-493-5000, Ext. 64541.

Winter Clinic Apps

Now Available


Applications for the 22nd Annual Disabled American Veterans/Department of Veterans Affairs Winter Sports Clinic March 29-April 5, 2008 are now available.


The event will occur at Snowmass Village in Aspen, Colorado, where the base elevation is 8,104 feet and the summit elevation is 12,510. It promotes rehabilitation by instructing physically challenged veterans in adaptive Alpine and Nordic skiing and will provide an introduction to other adaptive activities and sports. Open to male and female military service veterans with spinal cord injuries, orthopedic amputation, visual impairments, certain neurological problems, and other disabilities, the clinic will give first priority to veterans with current inpatient or outpatient status at a VA medical facility.


Activities throughout the five days will consist of ski lessons provided by qualified adaptive ski instructors, a challenge race, adaptive sports workshops, educational classes, and sponsored self-directed alternate learning experiences. Medical care supervision will be provided throughout the event.


Eligible veterans can apply by contacting Teresa Parks, Grand Junction VA Medical Center, 970-263-5040. The mail-only registration deadline is November 30.

Extra Social Security

Earnings for Service


Veterans who served on active duty in the Military from 1940 through 2001 may qualify for a higher social security payment than they realized. The payment is not just for retirees but for anyone who has served.


Specific and detailed information about the payment, which varies depending on the time period in which the individual served, is available at http://www.ssa.gov/retire2/military.htm. Potential recipients must request the benefit and bring their DD-214 to a Social Security Office.

COLA 2008

Update


A surprising mid-summer decrease in energy prices drove a downturn in the July Consumer Price Index, the measure used to determine the annual Cost of Living Adjustments (COLAs) for military retired pay, Social Security, and other federal annuities.

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, inflation still rose a cumulative 2.3 percent during the first ten months (October 1, 2006-July 31, 2007) of the fiscal year. If projections for the remainder of the year hold true, the 2008 COLA will have a range of 2.3-2.5 percent. 
VA Initiates

Suicide Hotline


VA has begun operation of a national suicide prevention hotline for veterans. According to Secretary Nicholson, the hotline ensures that veterans with emotional crises have round-the-clock access to trained professionals.


“Veterans need to know that these VA professionals are literally a phone call away,” he said. “All service members who experience the stresses of combat can have wounds on their minds as well as their bodies.”


The hotline is made possible by a VA partnership with the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration of the Department of Health and Human Services and staffed by mental health professionals in Canandaigua, New York. Operators will take calls from across the country and work closely with local VA mental health providers to help callers. 


The toll-free hotline number is 800-273-8255.
Free Service Offers

Literature Gold Mine


Some 400 classic and contemporary book titles can now be read entirely free of charge via email and RSS installments.


The service, DailyLit, allows readers to choose how often and at what time they want the email messages sent to them. Books on DailyLit can be read any place that a reader receives email, including on a PDA, Blackberry, iPhone, or Treo. Each installment can be read in less than five minutes and, if a reader finishes a particular installment and chooses to read on, the next installment of the book can be received immediately.


“We have received fabulous feedback from members of the blind community that this service is a great resource for those who have computers with screen-reading software,” said DailyLit founder Daisy Kline.

Youth Seeks 

Vet Autographs


Military enthusiast Kyle Nappi, a 17-year-old high school junior from Ostrander, Ohio, is looking for autographs from veterans, especially those from World War II, to add to his collection that now numbers nearly 1,500.


Kyle began his collection, which also includes military medals, patches, badges, insignia, and field gear, more than five years ago. He recently contacted BVA in an effort to locate veterans to whom he could send a questionnaire, which includes space for an autograph.


“I decided to collect autographs and information about veterans to honor their sacrifices,” he is quoted in a January 2, 2006 story in The Columbus Dispatch.


Kyle has autographs from Pearl Harbor survivors, D-Day veterans, airmen, POWs, USS Indianapolis survivors, Holocaust survivors, and even German soldiers. He has recently branched out to the German side of World War II, attempting to contact U-Boat captains, Panzer Tank Commanders, Luftware Aces, conspirators within the Third Reich, and the last people to see Hitler alive in the Berlin bunker.

 
Reportedly, Kyle’s collection also includes a myriad of items secured in stores and on eBay, including a prayer book abridged for Jews in the U.S. Armed Forces and a Hitler youth knife. He has uniforms, helmets, replica ammunition, and dozens of model airplanes.


“As soon as I learned about Kyle’s enthusiasm for veterans and the military, I gave him a call,” said George Brummell, Mid-Atlantic Regional Group. “I found him to be very sincere and genuinely interested in all things related to the military.”


Kyle can be contacted at 740-363-8095 or at knap607@yahoo.com. 


DoD Initiative Provides

Mental Health Screenings


The Mental Health Self-Assessment Program (MHSAP) offers veterans, service personnel, and their family members the opportunity to take anonymous mental health and alcohol screenings online, via the telephone, and through special events held at installations.

More than 1.5 million military families in all branches, including the National Guard and Reserve, are eligible to be screened. The initiative’s objective is to help individuals identify their own symptoms and access assistance before a problem becomes serious. 


The tests available address common yet often undertreated problems such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and alcohol use. Once individuals complete an assessment, they receive referral information including services provided through both VA and DoD.

Letters to the Editor
You Can Never
Be Too Careful

Accidents happen to us all at one point or another in our busy lives. We can only hope that they are minor when they occur and aren’t the result of our own mistakes and carelessness.


On a recent vacation with my family, I committed a real boneheaded mistake. With my folded cane in hand, I was going down a set of outside stairs on my way to our last breakfast before leaving for the airport and the flight back home. I had been up and down these stairs all week long and thought I knew them well.


Perhaps I was thinking about that gal in the bikini on the beach the day before because I was clearly not paying attention to the next steps I was about to take. I missed a stair and turned my ankle to an angle that ankles are not designed to achieve, i.e. 180 degrees.


As I lay on the stairs looking at my big toe staring at me, the guy behind me remarked to his wife that my situation didn’t look good. I thought maybe I was in the middle of a Seinfeld rerun or something.


After a quick trip to the local hospital for X-rays that confirmed a bad break (are there any good ones?), it was off to the airport for the return flight home. The next day at the hospital here in Cleveland I had surgery to install a plate and nine screws, which were little souvenirs that I hadn’t planned on bringing home with me from our trip.


If there’s a lesson to be learned from all this, I guess it’s that bad things can happen to you in a heartbeat. Therefore, you can never be too careful. If I had been using my white cane at the time, this never would have happened to me. Being overconfident in familiar surroundings can be lethal. Maybe that’s why so many accidents happen close to home. Use your white cane religiously. Amen! Now I’ve got religion.









Denis Hine







Bay Village, OH

Editor’s Note: Denis Hine is a BVA Life Member and graduate of the Central Blind Rehabilitation Center at Hines, Illinois. He is the editor of a monthly publication for the Cleveland VA Medical Center’s West Side Visually Impaired Veterans Support Group. The letter above first appeared in “LUVV Notes” (Low Useful Vision Veterans) in June 2007.
Belote Says RG Efforts

Deserve Recognition


Regional groups out there that are working hard, full of fire and energy, and really making a difference, need to be recognized more often. It would be nice if a particularly good newsletter, such as Toledo Talks from the Ohio Regional Group, could somehow be put in the Bulletin as an example and “hats off” to the groups and corresponding VIST Coordinators. 


The Greater Houston Regional Group is another group that has been doing all kinds of innovative things. We can all pick up some good ideas when these activities, originating locally, are shared for the benefit of our nationwide membership. 







Larry Belote








Immediate Past National President








San Antonio, TX

In Remembrance

The Blinded Veterans Association deeply regrets the deaths of the following blinded veterans.

Florida R.G.

Stacy Coggins

Clifford A. Heath

William J. Hellums

Thomas F. Murren

Albin S. Olson

David Procious

Everett C. Rasso

Harry Schwartz

Cephas C. Smith

Rudolph F. Tiblis

Gem State R.G.

Paul N. Price

Georgia R.G.

Allen  Arnold

Nathan Heard

Greater Houston R.G.

George L. Anderson

Stephen J. Thorwegen

Illinois R.G.

Haneef Mustafa

William Whitcomb

Indiana R.G.

Caroline Maas

Iowa R.G.

Lowell Helt

Henry V. Larson

Kentuckiana R.G.

Cecil Estes

John Miles

Stevenson Trosper

Louisiana R.G.

Wayne S. Bush
Carl W. Edwards

Richard E. Iverson

Maine R.G.

John R. Grindell

Massachusetts R.G.

Lowell DeCelle

Charles Mehegan

Mid-Atlantic R.G.

Leopold M. Hall

Ira Jett

Charles D. Wooldridge

Minnesota R.G.

Robert C. Backer

Thomas L. Bogut

Cornelius Slegh

Nebraska R.G.

Ernest L. Albertsen

Maurice J. Magorian

Charles D. Wooldridge

New Jersey R.G.

Wilbur S. Hall

New York R.G.

Leo R. Buchalski

Lucille Button

Anthony Duino

John D. Harrington

Howard Heyer

Edward J. Hoyczyk

Lou Schilt

North Carolina R.G.

Augusta B. Turner

North Texas R.G.

Hugh Carl Johnson, Sr.

Rosendo Mena

Hardy Lee Robinson, Jr.
Arthur Ticossi
Northern Arizona R.G.

Marion L. Kidwell

Northern California R.G.

Frank M. Barrett

Ohio R.G.

Leonard A. Bednarski

Wilson Galbraith

Stan Godlewski

Ernest L. Lewis

Kenneth B. Moran

Harry Ormiston

Oklahoma R.G.

Charles H. Froeb

Kenneth Keck

O-K-I R.G.

William D. Hahn

Oregon-Columbia R.G.

William T. Walker

Pennsylvania R.G.

James Ciraulo

William R. Korman

Howard Porter

Henry Stein
Arvo E. Vaurio
Rio Grande R.G.

Frederick G. Woldt

Rocky Mountain R.G.

Roland L. Miles

Lee Santos

San Diego R.G.

Henry N. Cameron

Robert Warren Hoke

South Texas R.G.

Richard R. Blaylock

Dee E. Brackin

Walter A. Reiper

Charles J. Rowland

Southern California R.G.

Fred W. Bell

John H. Hendrick

Lewis E. Hirschfield

Fagers Houston

Tennessee R.G.

Lark Hensley

Walbert H. Kennedy

Washington R.G.

Lillian Phillips

Wisconsin R.G.

Glen Geiszler

Joseph P. Hoffman

Albin J. Wyco

No R.G. Affiliation

Vincent J. Apicella

Edward A. Hiltner

Final Thought

A friendly voice, willing hands, and a genuinely kind heart all characterize one of the 21st century’s most consistent and dedicated BVA volunteers.


Terence Bowles, now 18 years old and a freshman at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia, received a Certificate of Appreciation at the BVA 62nd National Convention. The citation recognized his service to and care of blinded veterans and their families at six national conventions.


Terence is the son of Laureen Bowles, production coordinator in the Department of Development at BVA National Headquarters. 
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