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DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS (VA) 

VETERANS’ ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON REHABILITATION (VACOR) 
 

COMMITTEE MINUTES 
August 26 - 27, 2025 

 
Virtual Meeting Tuesday: Albuquerque Regional Office 

Wednesday: New Mexico VA Health Care System 
 

ATTENDEES 
 
Committee Members Present: 
 

1. Mr. Robert Hines (Chair) 
2. Ms. Tiffany Drain 
3. Dr. John Milam 
4. Dr. Luis Echeverria Newberry 
5. Mr. Lawrence Rhone 
6. Mr. Robert Hamilton 
7. Dr. Michelle Peterson 
8. Ms. Jacqueline Breitenstein 
9. Mr. Nate Todd 

 
Committee Members Absent: 
 

1. Dr. Franco Santos 
2. Dr. Christina Dillahunt-Asillaga 
3. Dr. Terri Pogoda 
4. Dr. James McRavion 

 
Ex-Officio Members Present: 
 

1. Dr. Kristi Hill 
2. Ms. Jessica Davis 
3. Dr. Lisa Ottomanelli 
4. Mr. Michael Heaney 

 
Department of Veterans Affairs Staff Present: 
 

• Ms. Latrese Thompson, Designated Federal Officer (DFO) 

• Ms. Kristina Olson, Alternate DFO 

• Mr. David Smith, Alternate DFO 

• Ms. Veronica Brown, Supervisor of Field Services with Veteran Readiness and 
Employment (VR&E) Service 



Page 2 of 5 
 

• Dr. LaTonya Small, Program Specialist with the Advisory Management 
Committee Office 

• Ms. Megan Wood, Office of Inspector General (OIG) 

• Mr. John C. Bahrenburg, (OIG) 
 
Public attendees: 
 
Ms. Rene Campos, Senior Director of Government Relations for Veterans-Wounded 
Warrior 
 
Tuesday, August 26, 2025 

 
Welcome: 
 
Ms. Latrese Thompson, DFO, called the Veterans’ Advisory Committee on 
Rehabilitation (VACOR) meeting to order at 11:00 a.m. (EST) with the Rules of 
Engagement. Mr. Robert Hines, Chair proceeded with a roll call of members present and 
an overview of the agenda. 
 
Albuquerque Regional Office Briefings: 
 
Ms. Kimberly Albers, Acting Director of the Regional Office (RO), welcomed the 
Committee and provided an overview of the business lines and staffing. The RO is 
comprised of two business lines, Veteran Readiness and Employment (VR&E) and 
Compensation and Pension. During the 2025 Fiscal Year, the RO focused on outreach 
in the rural areas of New Mexico and improving collaboration with stakeholders.  
 
Ms. Corliss De la Garza, VR&E Officer, provided a brief overview of the VR&E 
program and current staffing and caseload size. Ms. De la Garza explained that the 
Albuquerque VR&E Office was partnering with the VR&E offices in California to assist 
with application backlogs. 
 
Mr. Byron Secatero, Construction Analyst with Loan Guaranty provided an 
overview of the different VA Home Adaptation Grants: 
 

1. Specially Adapted Housing Grant 
2. Special Home Adaptation Grant 
3. Temporary Residence Assistant Grant 
4. Home Improvements and Structural Benefit 
5. VR&E Housing Adaptation Grant 

. 
Ms. Tanya Shatz, Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor provided an overview of the 
VR&E IL Program. Ms. Shatz described the VR&E and Loan Guaranty partnership 
between herself and Mr. Secatero in developing successful VR&E IL Plans. She 
discussed possible ways to increase awareness of the IL program and difficulties in 
developing IL plans. 
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Public Comments: None 
 
Ms. Victoria Eger, Supervisory Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor, and Dr. 
Joseph Sadek, Director of Post-doctoral Training in Clinical Neuropsychology, 
provided an overview of the Vocational Rehabilitation Panel (VRP). The purpose of the 
VRP was to consult with Vocational Rehabilitation Counselors and provide case 
recommendations for: 
 

• Claimants who have a Serious Employment Handicap. 

• Claimants who may benefit from an IL plan when achievement of a vocational 
goal is not currently reasonably feasible. 

• Claimants who require determination for feasibility under the Chapter 31 program 
and need of Special Restorative Training or Special Vocational Training under the 
Chapter 35 program. 

 
Committee Discussion: VACOR members discussed the briefings. Highlighted issues 
were discussed for further assessment of VA rehabilitation programs. 
 

• The committee members discussed the need to improve communication between 
Veterans Benefit Administration (VBA) and Veteran Heath Administration (VHA) 
regarding the services offered. The need for cross training was discussed.  

• The status of VHA Community Care referrals is not communicated to VBA which 
causes gaps in service to Veterans. Recommend a Community Care point of 
contact be a part of the VR&E Veteran Rehabilitation Panel.  

 
Next meeting: VACOR plans to meet in Washington, D.C. April 7-8, 2026. 
Next field visit: VACOR plans to meet in Puerto Rico, San Juan in August 2026.  
 
The Committee adjourned at 3:25 p.m. (EST). 
 
Wednesday, August 27, 2025 
 
Welcome: 
 
Ms. Kristina Olson, Alternate DFO, called the VACOR meeting to order at 11:00 a.m. 
(EST). Ms. Tiffany Drain, Chair Designee, proceeded with a roll call of members present 
and a review of the agenda. 
 
New Mexico Health Care System Briefings: 
 
Dr. Breton Weintraub, New Mexico VHA Director welcomed the Committee and 
introduced the different divisions. Mr. Hines gave a brief overview of VACOR. The 
Committee Members introduced themselves. 
 
Ms. Annie Robert, Chief of Prosthetics provided an overview of the Prosthetics 
Department at the New Mexico Health Care System (HCS). Past budgets and the 
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current breakdown of cost by prosthetic items were outlined. Ms. Robert provided 
suggestions on how to improve awareness of services provided by the Prosthetics 
Department; such as internal training and outreach to other departments. 
 
Dr. Mary G. Bryant, Chief of Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation (PM&R) and Ms. 
Monica Vigil, Deputy Chief of PM&R provided an overview of the PM&R Department 
at the New Mexico HCS. They discussed the difficulties of providing services are due to 
staffing shortage issues, spacing constraints, and rural geography. They indicated that 
most of the community care referrals were due to the distance that patients were 
required to travel to the medical center. 
 
Dr. Jennifer DeGraauw, Geriatrics and Extended Care Service Chief provided an 
overview of services provided by the Community Living Centers and Geriatrics and 
Extended Care programs. 
 
Mr. Bruce Beltramo, Vocational Rehabilitation Specialist provided an overview of 
the two programs provided by Compensated Work Therapy: Transitional Work and 
Supported Employment. He also discussed the benefits of using Artificial Intelligence for 
resume development. 
 
Ms. Emily Zamora, Assistant Nurse Manager provided an overview of the Spinal 
Cord Injury program. Ms. Zamora discussed a recent evaluation that identified specific 
deficiencies and how the department was working to address them. The department 
had been able to hire more physicians and a charge nurse. The department was able to 
increase Veteran outreach and the number of annual evaluations. The program has 
also increased communication with the Prosthetics Department to improve delivery of 
durable medical equipment to Veterans. 
 
Public Comments: None 
 
Committee Discussion: VACOR members discussed the briefings. Highlighted issues 
were discussed for further assessment of VA rehabilitation programs. 
 
What are the existing channels of communication and coordination between VBA and 
VHA to optimize services and reduce redundancies when providing services and 
benefits to Veterans? VACOR suggested that a diagram could be developed to 
communicate services provided by VBA and VHA as a reference. 
 
New Mexico rural geography highlighted a need for improving access to the Digital 
Divide program to provide telehealth devices and internet access. 
 
VACOR discussed lack of communication and clinical notes from Community Care 
providers to VHA to accurately address the healthcare and rehabilitation needs of 
Veterans. VACOR requests to receive briefings from the Veterans Experience Office, 
Community Care, marketing between VHA and VBA, and updates on previous 
recommendations. 



Page 5 of 5 
 

 
Challenges noted: Staffing, limited PM&R staffing in out-based clinics due to space 
constraints and rural geography. Neuropsychology wait times, communication failures 
between VHA and VBA, and consults cancelled due to clinical staff not providing 
notifications to Veterans. 
 
Suggestions noted: Community Care marketing, forming a committee to improve the 
Community Care process, Venn diagram displaying overlapping VHA/VBA 
communications and services. 
 
The Committee is looking forward to the next in-person meeting to being in Washington, 
D.C. during the first week of April 2026. 
 
Mr. Michael Heaney, Ex-officio member recommended receiving briefings from the 
Office of Connected Care to talk about the Connected Care Programs, especially as it 
relates to services to rural veterans and those with a “digital divide”. Home | Connected 
Care. He also suggested a briefing from the Department of Labor (DOL) to discuss the 
Memorandum of Understanding with VR&E and DOL’s use of Artificial Intelligence. US 
Department of Labor promotes AI literacy across the American workforce | U.S. 
Department of Labor. 
 
VACOR requests San Juan, Puerto Rico as the next in-person location for a field visit 
meeting in 2026. 
 
The Committee adjourned at 3:32 p.m. (EST). 
 
Submitted: 
 
/s/ Mr. Robert Hines 
VACOR Chair 
 
/s/ Ms. Latrese Thompson 
Designated Federal Officer 
 
 

 
 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fconnectedcare.va.gov%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C6cf3df302d9d40cf097f08dde5a5bf58%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C638919222225294381%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=whur5bEgCV%2BPJiNdJ1C0RIQ%2B9%2BDnefgkZdu12xKTbE8%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fconnectedcare.va.gov%2F&data=05%7C02%7C%7C6cf3df302d9d40cf097f08dde5a5bf58%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C638919222225294381%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=whur5bEgCV%2BPJiNdJ1C0RIQ%2B9%2BDnefgkZdu12xKTbE8%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dol.gov%2Fnewsroom%2Freleases%2Fosec%2Fosec20250826&data=05%7C02%7C%7C6cf3df302d9d40cf097f08dde5a5bf58%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C638919222225314168%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=J%2B%2BXFLAxuL%2FxenDTTc4%2Fab%2BovjHYPTwOh7htCuCRk4c%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dol.gov%2Fnewsroom%2Freleases%2Fosec%2Fosec20250826&data=05%7C02%7C%7C6cf3df302d9d40cf097f08dde5a5bf58%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C638919222225314168%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=J%2B%2BXFLAxuL%2FxenDTTc4%2Fab%2BovjHYPTwOh7htCuCRk4c%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dol.gov%2Fnewsroom%2Freleases%2Fosec%2Fosec20250826&data=05%7C02%7C%7C6cf3df302d9d40cf097f08dde5a5bf58%7Ce95f1b23abaf45ee821db7ab251ab3bf%7C0%7C0%7C638919222225314168%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=J%2B%2BXFLAxuL%2FxenDTTc4%2Fab%2BovjHYPTwOh7htCuCRk4c%3D&reserved=0

