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Department of Veterans Affairs Voluntary Service (VAVS)  
National Advisory Committee (NAC) 

Executive Committee (EC) Meeting 
 

April 29-30, 2026 
 

Soldiers’ Angels Headquarters 
1355 Central Parkway S., Suite 700, San Antonio, TX 78232 

 
Call to Order: Joseph (Joe) Dooley, National Representative, United Veterans Services 
and Executive Committee (EC) Chair called the meeting to order at 9:00 a.m. on April 
29, 2026. He welcomed the committee praising all EC member organizations for 100% 
attendance. Federal advisory committee rules now require a virtual option for 
attendance, and the American Legion Auxiliary, Forty and Eight, and Veterans of 
Foreign Wars of the U.S. joined virtually via video conference. 
 
Invocation: Wesley Walls, Deputy Director for Communications, VA CDCE provided the 
invocation, asking for blessings of the EC's work furthering the mission of serving 
Veterans, their families, caregivers, and survivors. 
 
Pledge of Allegiance: Chuck Adkins, Jr., National Representative, Military Order of the 
Purple Heart led the Pledge of Allegiance. 
 
Roll Call: Vicki Sarracino, National Representative, Soldiers’ Angels and EC Co-Chair, 
performed roll call with attendance recorded as follows: 
 

Present (P) / Absent (A) 
American Gold Star Mothers P 
American Legion P 
American Legion Auxiliary P 
American Red Cross P 
AMVETS P 
AMVETS Auxiliary P 
Benevolent and Protective Order of Elks P 
Blue Star Mothers of America, Inc. P 
Disabled American Veterans P 
Disabled American Veterans Auxiliary P 
Forty and Eight P 
Knights of Columbus P 
Marine Corps League P 
Military Order of the Purple Heart P 
National Society Daughters of the American Revolution P 
Paralyzed Veterans of America P 
Soldiers' Angels P 
Sons of the American Legion P 
Veterans of Foreign Wars Auxiliary P 
Veterans of Foreign Wars of the U.S. P 
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VA Staff and Others Present: 
Jelessa M. Burney, MPA, Program Specialist, VA Advisory Committee Management 

Office (ACMO), Office of the Secretary 
J.P. Brown, AMVETS, President, James H. Parke Memorial Scholarship Board, 

AMVETS 
Caitlin Celardo, LCSW, National Social Work Program Manager, VHA Food Security 

Office 
Chloé De La O, LCSW-S, Suicide Prevention Program Coordinator, South Texas 

Veterans Healthcare System 
Erin Dixon, Deputy Director, Recreation Therapy and Creative Arts Therapy Service 
Joseph Dooley, Chair, VAVS NAC Executive Committee, United Veterans Services 
Ann Glende, Treasurer, James H. Parke Memorial Scholarship Board, DAV Auxiliary 
Mitra Gobin-Wade, Administrative Officer, VA CDCE, VACO 
Kim Goodman, Paralyzed Veterans of America 
Karla Mcghan Barthel, Chief, CDCE, New Mexico VA Health Care System 
Karen O’Neal, Chief, CDCE, Erie VA Medical Center (VAMC) and Co-Chair, Partnership 

Subcommittee 
Debbie Sturgis, Veterans of Foreign Wars Auxiliary 
Wesley Walls, Deputy Director, Communications, VA CDCE, VACO and Alternate 

Designated Federal Officer for the VAVS NAC 
Michael White, Chief, CDCE, Louis A. Johnson VA Medical Center (Clarksburg, WV) 
Nathan Witt, Program Analyst, VA CDCE, VACO 
 
Meeting Agenda Overview and Call for Revisions: Vicki Sarracino, EC Co-Chair, 
Soldiers’ Angels, outlined the agenda for the two-day meeting, highlighting upcoming 
presentations on subcommittee reports, CDCE Portal updates, and volunteer 
background screening. Executive Committee Chair Joseph Dooley noted that the 
primary goal of the session was to regain operational momentum following the gap 
between committee meetings. He emphasized the critical need to address key 
organizational developments, specifically noting significant VA CDCE field staff turnover 
and the recent modifications to volunteer background screening requirements. 
Following the overview, a call for revisions was made, and no additions or corrections to 
the agenda were requested. 
 
Review of Previous Minutes: Joe Dooley called for a review of the minutes from the 
previous Executive Committee meeting held on October 24-25, 2024. He observed that 
while the participating member organizations on the committee remained identical, 
many of the individual national representatives had changed since the last convening. 
He also highlighted the positive progress of key initiatives from the 2024 meeting, noting 
that programs like the Compassionate Contact Corps had successfully grown and 
expanded across VA facilities. John Kleindienst, National Representative, Disabled 
American Veterans (DAV), made a motion to accept the minutes of the October 2024 
meeting as written. Chuck Adkins, Jr., National Representative, Military Order of the 
Purple Heart, seconded the motion. The minutes were approved without correction. 
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Welcome from Host: Amy Palmer and Vicki Sarracino, representing Soldiers’ Angels, 
welcomed the Executive Committee to the newly opened Soldiers' Angels headquarters 
in San Antonio, Texas. Amy expressed gratitude that the EC chose to travel outside of 
Washington, D.C. for this gathering. She provided logistical details regarding the facility, 
outlined the event's meal and refreshment arrangements, and offered guided tours of 
the organization’s food pantry operations later in the program. Joe Dooley thanked the 
hosts for their outstanding hospitality and acknowledged the distinct operational benefits 
of visiting and meeting at the headquarters of member organizations. 
 
Advisory Committee Management Office: Jelessa M. Burney, MPA, Program 
Specialist from the VA Advisory Committee Management Office (ACMO), delivered the 
annual Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) briefing. She highlighted key updates 
from the December 2025 FACA final rule revisions, noting that discretionary committee 
charters must now be filed with the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), and that 
the required Federal Register notice for public meetings has been reduced from 15 days 
to 7 days. Ms. Burney clarified that committees may only meet privately without public 
notice when conducting preparatory or administrative work. Furthermore, she 
emphasized FACA guidelines regarding public and media engagement, reminding 
members they have no authority to speak for VA or the committee and must act in their 
personal capacity when testifying or speaking publicly. Joe Dooley expressed the 
committee's appreciation for the reduced Federal Register notice timeframe and 
thanked ACMO for its ongoing support. 
 
VA Center for Development & Civic Engagement (CDCE) and Communications 
Update: Wesley R. Walls, Deputy Director of Communications, VA CDCE and Alternate 
Designated Federal Officer, presented a comprehensive overview of CDCE marketing, 
communications, and program highlights. Wesley reported significant media 
engagement in Fiscal Year 2025, detailing 995 national news clippings that showcased 
major donations, food hub developments, centenarian recognition, and recreational 
activities. He noted a strong directive from the VA Deputy Secretary to elevate CDCE 
programs, highlighted by a new series of promotional videos on volunteerism, two of 
which were shared with the committee. Additionally, the presentation outlined 
collaborative opportunities with the National Cemetery Administration (NCA) and 
addressed modern volunteer trends, specifically a growing preference for flexible, 
project-based assignments over traditional, regularly scheduled shifts. Following the 
presentation, Chuck Adkins, Jr., National Representative, Military Order of the Purple 
Heart, requested that the "No Veteran Dies Alone" program be featured in a future 
promotional video. Kathy Balkman, National Representative, National Society 
Daughters of the American Revolution, inquired about the process for organizations to 
suggest specific volunteer topics for future media spotlights and Wesley invited those 
suggestions to come to him and Nathan Witt for follow-up. 
 
Recreation Therapy and Creative Arts Therapy Service Updates & Collaboration: 
Erin Dixon, CTRS, Deputy Director, Recreation Therapy and Creative Arts Therapy 
Service, provided an overview of the clinical program, which utilizes evidence-based 
clinical interventions and creative arts modalities (such as art, music, dance, and 
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drama) to improve and enrich Veterans' physical, cognitive, emotional, and social 
functioning. Ms. Dixon emphasized that these clinical programs are highly integrated 
with other VA medical center services and rely heavily on partnerships with CDCE and 
community volunteers to support outpatient programming, inpatient activities, and 
national rehabilitation events. She outlined key pathways for progress, including 
leveraging existing organizational networks to coordinate community sponsorships for 
major national rehabilitation events, such as the upcoming National Veterans 
Wheelchair Games and the National Veterans Golden Age Games. She noted that co-
sponsorships do not require substantial financial investments, explaining that smaller-
scale contributions, such as donating water bottles or welcome bags, provide vital 
support. During discussion, Amy Palmer, Soldiers’ Angels, inquired if member 
organizations could coordinate directly with local Recreation Therapy staff due to 
current CDCE field staff shortages. Mitra Gobin-Wade, Administrative Officer, VA CDCE, 
clarified that while informal connections are encouraged, all official volunteer 
placements, hours, and donations must ultimately be routed through and processed by 
the local CDCE office to ensure compliance. 
 
Organization Data Review: Nathan Witt, Program Analyst, VA CDCE, presented an 
analysis of the Fiscal Year 2025 volunteer data for VAVS NAC organizations. While 
regularly scheduled (RS) active volunteers saw a slight decrease of 0.29% (to 27,825), 
total volunteer hours increased by 7.71% (to 4.10 million), and occasional volunteer 
episodes rose significantly by 41.46% (to 108,240). VAVS NAC organizations 
contributed 41% of active RS volunteers and accounted for 45% of total hours served. 
Nathan addressed ongoing data integrity challenges in the CDCE Portal (CDCEP), 
noting certain functions of the system are not intuitive for users. This causes some 
volunteer hours and donations that are captured to not be mapped to the national 
records of VAVS NAC organizations and this skews reports. He urged organizations to 
encourage active participation in Annual Joint Reviews to correct local data. Vicki 
Sarracino, Soldiers’ Angels, highlighted items in Soldiers’ Angels reports that reflect 
these data issues. 
 
VAVS NAC Standard Operating Procedure (SOP): Patricia (Pat) Kranzow, National 
Representative, American Legion Auxiliary, participating virtually, addressed an 
operational conflict stemming from the October 2024 Executive Committee meeting. At 
that time, the committee voted to replace gender-specific Volunteer of the Year (VOTY) 
awards with a single non-gender-specific category and establish a new "Distinguished 
Service Award"; however, this action contradicted the existing, ratified SOP. Pat 
explained that a formal ratification of the 2024 decision was required to authorize it for 
the current award cycle. Ms. Kranzow made a motion to recommend the formal 
ratification of the Executive Committee's 2024 action. The motion was seconded by J.P. 
Brown, III, AMVETS. During the discussion, Joe Dooley raised concerns regarding the 
elimination of the male and female award categories due to shifting priorities. Following 
debate, the motion to ratify the 2024 action passed. Ms. Kranzow subsequently 
recommended that the Volunteer of the Year section of the SOP be completely rewritten 
for future cycles to eliminate outdated operational details, such as the December 31 
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submission deadline and references to obsolete VHA handbooks. All agreed to this 
future direction. 
 
Subcommittee Reports: 
 
Volunteer of the Year: Joe Dooley, EC Chair, National Representative, United Veterans 
Services, presented the report noting four nominations had been received for this cycle. 
He attributed the low turnout to a challenging year during which the VAVS NAC was 
without charter for an extended period to comply with an Executive Order calling for the 
review of Federal advisory committees. Discussion centered on whether winners should 
be selected for this period or the nominations rolled over to the next cycle. Ultimately, 
the consensus was that the highly qualified candidates who had been nominated should 
be considered for award at the next VAVS NAC. The committee determined that 
selecting a male and female winner was the appropriate action as the move to a single 
Volunteer of the Year award had not gone to the full VAVS NAC for consideration. The 
two newly proposed honors were also discussed: 

1. The Distinguished Service Award: To recognize a VAVS National Representative 
or Deputy Representative who has significantly contributed to the mission of the 
NAC over a prolonged period of time (minimum of 5 years served). 

2. The Impact Award: Proposed to recognize a VAVS NAC member organization 
that has gone above and beyond to support critical VA strategic goals, such as 
addressing food insecurity, homelessness, transportation needs, or suicide 
prevention. 

These two additional awards are slated to be presented to the full VAVS NAC for 
consideration at the September 2026 meeting in Orlando, Florida. Following the 
discussion, J.P. Brown, III, AMVETS, made a motion to proceed with selecting a male 
and female Volunteer of the Year from the four existing submissions. Chuck Adkins, Jr. 
seconded the motion, and it passed unanimously. 
 
Recruitment: John Kleindienst, National Representative, Disabled American Veterans, 
presented the report noting volunteer data trends from fiscal years 2022-2025. While 
total volunteer hours enterprise-wide increased by 7.71% (to over 4.10 million) and 
occasional volunteer episodes surged by 41.46% (to 108,240), active regularly 
scheduled (RS) volunteers decreased slightly by 0.29% to 27,825. The committee 
discussed how these numbers reflect a post-pandemic shift toward flexible, project-
based assignments, supported by steady growth in youth and older senior (75+) 
demographics. Additionally, John highlighted the impact of DAV Transportation. In 
FY25, volunteer driver numbers grew to 3,883, hours increased to 613,460, and total 
miles driven climbed to over 9.64 million. Although no-cost rides decreased by 3.3% to 
230,232, Mr. Kleindienst clarified that this decline was most likely due to improved 
routing efficiencies and a lack of data reporting from roughly 15% of VA facilities rather 
than a true drop in service. 
 
Membership: Mary Morgan, National Representative, Benevolent & Protective Order of 
Elks, presented the Membership Subcommittee report. She outlined a two-pronged 
outreach strategy developed in collaboration with subcommittee members Kathy 
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Balkman (National Society Daughters of the American Revolution) and Christi Hillman 
(Paralyzed Veterans of America): 
 

1. Current Member Outreach: To re-engage current VAVS NAC member 
organizations experiencing lapsed attendance, the subcommittee will implement 
earlier interventions, specifically after a single missed meeting. Because lapsed 
participation is typically due to a National Representative stepping down without 
a named successor, the subcommittee plans to contact organization leadership 
directly to secure active commitments and encourage the formal appointment of 
National Deputy Representatives. Continued pre-meeting email and phone 
outreach will also target organizations that missed previous meetings or have not 
registered before booking deadlines. 
 

2. Renewed Membership Outreach: To expand the committee's footprint, the 
subcommittee proposed an email call-out to current members to identify 
community partners who may qualify for membership, culminating in a summer 
outreach campaign. Additionally, the subcommittee is collaborating with CDCE 
staff to identify and recruit potential member organizations that already have 
active volunteers serving at VA facilities but have not yet formally applied. 

 
During the discussion, Anne Parker, National Representative, Blue Star Mothers of 
America, Inc., inquired whether virtual attendance at the VAVS NAC meeting would 
satisfy organizational participation requirements. Mitra Gobin-Wade, Administrative 
Officer, VA CDCE, confirmed that virtual attendance is recognized as full participation. 
Partnership: Ron Rolfes, Jr., National Representative, Forty & Eight, and Karen O’Neal, 
Chief, CDCE, Erie VA Medical Center, Co-Chairs, presented the Partnership 
Subcommittee report. The presentation focused on two key recommendations aimed at 
streamlining field operations and volunteer onboarding: 
 

1. General Post Fund (GPF) Approval Authority (Resubmission): The subcommittee 
presented a return recommendation requesting that local CDCE Chiefs/Program 
Managers be granted final approval authority for food and beverage requests. 
Karen noted that while Chiefs can currently complex purchases for Veteran 
patients, they lack the delegated authority to approve basic, low-cost hospitality 
purchases (such as a birthday cake for a Veteran), which places an unnecessary 
and repetitive administrative burden on Executive Leadership Team members. 

2. Volunteer Background Screening (New Recommendation): The subcommittee 
introduced a new recommendation to modify the recently mandated Tier 1 
background screening required for most regularly scheduled volunteers. The 
proposal advocates for reverting to the previous Special Agreement Check (SAC) 
vetting process for volunteers who do not require access to VA computer 
networks or sensitive information systems. The subcommittee emphasized that 
the current Tier 1 mandate is causing administrative delays, straining security 
personnel, and negatively impacting CDCE programs. 

 
Patty Davis, National Representative, Disabled American Veterans Auxiliary (DAVA) 
and Betty Temple, National Representative, American Red Cross, expressed support 
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for the recommendation that would call for Tier 1 background investigations to only be 
needed for those volunteers being given logical access. The Partnership report and 
both proposals were formally referred to the Recommendations Subcommittee for final 
formatting and processing. 
 
Recommendations: Amy Palmer, National Deputy Representative, Soldiers’ Angels, 
presented the report of the Recommendations Subcommittee. The report summarized 
the current status and disposition of several key proposals: 
 

• Past Tabled Recommendations: The subcommittee reviewed two 
recommendations from the October 2024 meeting: the implementation of a 
national "All Volunteer" survey and the standardization of volunteer driver 
onboarding. The Executive Committee reaffirmed its previous determination that 
both initiatives should be handled directly at the VA CDCE headquarters level 
rather than being advanced to the Secretary of Veterans Affairs. 

• General Post Fund (GPF) Approval Authority: The subcommittee endorsed 
advancing this returning recommendation, which proposes amending VA 
Financial Policy to grant local CDCE Chiefs authority to be the final approver on 
food and beverage requests. 

• Volunteer Background Investigations: The subcommittee endorsed advancing 
this recommendation to remove the requirement for Tier 1 background 
investigations for volunteers who do not require logical access to VA computer 
systems, reverting the bulk of vetting to the Special Agreement Check (SAC) 
process. 

• Incorporating Performance Standards into CDCE Chief Performance Appraisals: 
A proposal to add specific metrics to the performance plans of CDCE Chiefs to 
bolster accountability was discussed. While recognizing the value of aligning 
local leadership with CDCE program impacts, the subcommittee determined that 
this proposal requires further refinement to align with the new CDCE scorecard 
and navigate the complexity of VA performance plans. 

 
Following the presentation, Joe Dooley called for a consent motion to accept all 
subcommittee reports (Volunteer of the Year, Recruitment, Membership, Partnership, 
and Recommendations) as presented. The motion was seconded by John Kleindienst, 
DAV, and passed unanimously 
 
Additional Reports: 
 
VAVS Partners, Inc. Treasurer Report: Joe Dooley, United Veterans Services and 
President of VAVS Partners, Inc., and Chris Moore, Knights of Columbus and Treasurer 
of VAVS Partners, Inc. presented the report. Joe announced that Amy Palmer, National 
Deputy Representative, Soldiers’ Angels, had agreed to step into the role of Secretary. 
The briefing noted the immediate need to raise funds to support the upcoming full VAVS 
NAC meeting scheduled for September 2026 in Orlando, Florida. The primary focus of 
the discussion was centered on evaluating and potentially revising their current financial 
processes. To address these needs, VAVS Partners, Inc. scheduled a separate meeting 
immediately following the adjournment of the day's session to discuss transferring the 
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organization's accounts to a more user-friendly financial institution. 
 
James H. Parke Memorial Scholarship Board Update and Treasurer Report: J.P. Brown, 
III, AMVETS, and President of the Parke Board, reported that securing sufficient youth 
nominations remains an ongoing challenge, frequently requiring 30-to-60-day deadline 
extensions to distribute the $40,000 in annual scholarships. He reinforced that all official 
nominations must be submitted by local CDCE Chiefs rather than directly by VSOs. 
Parke Board Treasurer Ann Glende presented the financial report, noting the portfolio's 
market value reached $2,009,664 as of April 24, 2026 (up from $1,712,587 in 2025). 
The portfolio is up 5.09% year-to-date with a ten-year average growth rate of 7.62%. To 
manage volatility and improve yield stability, the board is terminating an 
underperforming fund in favor of the Vanguard 500 Index and plans to systematically 
rebalance equities and continually evaluate assets for better performance. 
 
Rural Enhancement of the Volunteer Transportation Network (REV): Michael 
White, Chief, CDCE, Clarksburg, WV, and John Kleindienst, DAV, co-presented on the 
REV initiative. Mr. Kleindienst highlighted the Volunteer Transportation Network’s (VTN) 
substantial FY25 impact, noting that 3,883 volunteers drove over 9.64 million miles to 
provide 230,232 no-cost rides. To systematically resolve rural service gaps, the three-
year phased REV initiative is working to scale successful local recruitment models and 
streamline volunteer driver onboarding. Mr. White detailed the grassroots success of 
Clarksburg's "Will You Be My Driver?" campaign, which identified 100 prospective 
drivers and onboarded 33. The REV team is currently packaging this campaign into a 
standardized tool for national field use. To address administrative bottlenecks identified 
during focus groups, the REV project is actively working to modernize training, 
consolidate required health and background screening requirements in ways that 
minimizes travel, and developing system-wide transportation heat maps to visually 
pinpoint and target service gaps. Following the presentation, a promotional video 
showcasing VTN was shared and discussion was held about the need for all 
organizations to support this vital volunteer program. 
 
 
CDCE Portal, Background Screening and Volunteer Onboarding – Focus Group 
Findings & Navigating the Path Forward: Mitra Gobin-Wade, Administrative Officer, 
VA CDCE, and Nathan Witt, Program Analyst, VA CDCE, presented updates regarding 
the volunteer onboarding process, specifically addressing pain points surrounding the 
new Tier 1 background investigation mandate. Mitra emphasized the legal reality that 
VA volunteers are formally designated as "Without Compensation (WOC) Federal 
Appointees". As WOC appointees, volunteers are integrated into the VA workforce 
bound by the same strict federal vetting, data privacy, and occupational health 
screenings as other personnel. The presentation outlined findings from recent field 
focus groups, which pointed to the primary administrative bottleneck is not the 
background investigation itself, but a lack of interoperability between disconnected VA IT 
systems, which forces CDCE staff to perform redundant, manual data entry. They noted 
that the path forward must be navigated carefully as we want to ensure that any 
relaxation or modification of vetting standards does not negatively impact protection for 
volunteers currently provided by the Federal Tort Claims Act and Federal Employee 
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Compensation Act. 
 
80th VAVS NAC Meeting Planners Update: Mitra Gobin-Wade and Wesley Walls, 
provided an update on upcoming committee meetings. Due to strict conference 
approval processes and budget limitations, the upcoming 80th VAVS NAC meeting, 
scheduled for September 2–3, 2026, hosted by the Orlando VA Healthcare System, will 
be formatted as a streamlined VAVS NAC. The event will focus strictly on mandated 
Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA) business meetings, omitting the larger 
educational components and expansive VA staff attendance of previous years. 
Additionally, the EC discussed scheduling the subsequent Executive Committee 
meeting in the spring to better align with budget and operational cycles. J.P. Brown, III, 
AMVETS, made a motion to hold the next Executive Committee meeting in April or May 
2027 in Erlanger, Kentucky, hosted by the Disabled American Veterans. Patty Davis, 
DAV Auxiliary, seconded the motion, which passed unanimously. 
 
Review of Unfinished Business: Joe Dooley, EC Chair, United Veterans Services, 
thanked the Soldiers’ Angels hosts once again, and J.P. Brown, III, AMVETS, made a 
motion to recess. This was seconded by Melvin Brown, American Legion, and the 
meeting officially recessed. 
 
 

Thursday, April 30, 2026 
Recall to Order (Day 2): Joe Dooley, EC Chair, United Veterans Services, called the 
second day of the EC meeting to order following recess. He previewed a brief upcoming 
review of the VA Secretary's strategic priorities to ensure efforts remain closely aligned 
with VA strategic goals. 
 
Engaging the Veteran Community in Suicide Prevention and VA S.A.V.E. Training: 
Chloé De La O, LCSW-S, Suicide Prevention Program Coordinator, South Texas 
Veterans Healthcare System, delivered a comprehensive presentation and VA S.A.V.E. 
training (Signs, Ask, Validate, Encourage/Expedite), which equips individuals with the 
skills to identify and support Veterans in crisis. The program outlines four key steps: 
Spotting the warning signs of suicidal thinking, Asking the critical question ("Are you 
thinking about suicide?"), Validating the Veteran’s experience, and Encouraging and 
Expediting connection to professional care. Ms. De La O emphasized that suicide 
prevention is a community-wide responsibility rather than a strictly clinical one. A central 
focus of the briefing was lethal means safety, specifically encouraging the secure 
storage of firearms and medications to build life-saving time and space between a 
suicidal impulse and access to self-harm methods. During the ensuing discussion, Vicki 
Sarracino, Soldiers’ Angels, shared a success story of a volunteer who successfully 
utilized this training in the field. Pam Stemple, American Gold Star Mothers, and others 
discussed ongoing and future efforts to integrate VA S.A.V.E. training sessions into 
local and national events to further widen the community safety net. 
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Ensuring Veteran Food Security: Caitlin Celardo, LCSW, National Social Work 
Program Manager for the VHA Food Security Office, delivered a comprehensive virtual 
briefing outlining the strategic, data-driven, and programmatic framework the VA is 
deploying to address nutrition gaps across the Veteran population. In Fiscal Year (FY) 
2025, the VHA screened 4.4 million Veterans for food insecurity, with 103,000 testing 
positive. This represents a 2.3% overall positivity rate that rose to 19% among women 
Veterans. To address these gaps, the VHA Food Security Office has implemented 
interdisciplinary initiatives, including a 13-site Food Hub pilot that successfully 
distributed 151,000 pounds of food. Other initiatives include secure food lockers 
developed in partnership with the Office of Rural Health and "Food is Medicine" pilots 
featuring produce prescriptions and medically tailored grocery programming. Because 
the VA lacks statutory authority to purchase food for outpatients using appropriated 
funds, partnerships with community groups and VAVS NAC organizations are vital to 
filling these nutrition gaps. To strengthen these networks, Ms. Celardo offered her 
office’s services to help resolve local operational referral barriers between individual VA 
facilities, non-profit food pantries, and organizations interested in supporting Veteran 
food security. Ms. Celardo highlighted the positive impact VAVS NAC organizations 
have had on Veteran food security and expressed special appreciation to Soldiers’ 
Angels for their outstanding efforts. 
 
Soldiers’ Angels Food Security Efforts: Amy Palmer, CEO and VAVS National 
Deputy Representative, and Vicki Sarracino, Director of Military & Veteran Programs 
and VAVS National Representative, Soldiers' Angels, co-presented an overview of the 
organization’s extensive food distribution network. They showcased how they operate 
large-scale, drive-through mobile food pantries across eight cities, serving between 150 
and 300 Veteran families per site and providing approximately 75 pounds of groceries 
per family to directly combat food insecurity. The presentation emphasized how these 
community-driven programs serve as a vital force multiplier, stepping in to supply direct 
food relief to outpatient Veterans where VA statutory funding restrictions limit federal 
capabilities. To illustrate this tangible impact, the co-presenters shared a moving video 
featuring a Veteran living in a temporary shelter whose life was profoundly impacted by 
the food assistance program. Tours of the onsite food pantry were provided to further 
develop knowledge of EC attendees, and showcase what is possible to positively 
impact Veterans and their families. 
 
Review of VA Priorities: Wesley Walls, Deputy Director, Communications, VA CDCE, 
VACO and Alternate Designated Federal Officer for the VAVS NAC, provided a brief 
review of the VA Secretary’s top strategic priorities to ensure that VAVS NAC efforts 
remain closely aligned with VA's objectives. The highlighted priorities include centering 
all actions on the Veteran, delivering timely access to care, improving customer service, 
instilling accountability, and increasing targeted outreach to vulnerable Veterans, with a 
specific focus on suicide prevention and homelessness. Wesley emphasized that 
volunteer programs facilitated by VAVS NAC organizations such as the Volunteer 
Transportation Network (VTN) expanding access and organization-led or supported 
food pantries directly advance the VA Secretary’s priorities. 
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Public Comment: Joe Dooley, EC Chair, United Veterans Services, opened the floor for 
public comment. No public comment was noted so EC members held general 
discussion about strong practices that support homeless stand down and food security 
events. 
 
Q&A | Good of the Order: Joe Dooley, EC Chair, United Veterans Services, delivered 
closing remarks expressing his appreciation for the work of supporting VA CDCE staff 
and the active, collaborative participation of EC members throughout the two-day 
meeting. He announced the upcoming EC leadership transition: Vicki Sarracino 
(Soldiers’ Angels) will assume the role of EC Chair and Ron Rolfes, Jr. (Forty & Eight) 
will become the Vice Chair in September 2026. 
 
During the final comments, Betty Temple, American Red Cross, shared an 
organizational update, announcing that the American Red Cross’s "Service to the Armed 
Forces" division will effectively withdraw from VA facilities effective June 30, 2026, to 
refocus its resources on military installations. All thanked Betty for her efforts within the 
VA volunteer program on both the local and national level. 
 
With there being no further business, Joe Dooley, EC Chair, adjourned the meeting. 
 
/s/ Wesley R. Walls, M.A., VHA Mentor 

Deputy Director, Communications, VA CDCE 

Alternate Designated Federal Officer 

Department of Veterans Affairs Voluntary Service (VAVS) 

National Advisory Committee (NAC) 

Dated: July 27, 2026 

 

/s/ Joe Dooley 

Executive Committee, Chair 

VAVS NAC 


