DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
Veterans’ Advisory Committee on Rehabilitation (VACOR)

Committee Minutes
April 8, 2026

Virtual Meeting
Washington, D.C.

ATTENDEES:

Committee Members Present:

Ms. Tiffany Drain (Acting Chair)
Dr. Luis Echeverria Newberry
Mr. Lawrence Rhone

Mr. Robert Hamilton

Dr. Michelle Peterson

Ms. Jacqueline Breitenstein

Mr. Nate Todd

Dr. Terri Pogoda

. Dr. James McRavion

10.Dr. Christina Dillahunt-Aspillaga
11.Mr. Robert Hines (Chair) - absent

CONOORWN =

Ex-Officio Members:

Dr. Kristi Hill

Ms. Jessica Davis

Ms. Chantile Stovall

Dr. Lisa Ottomanelli

Mr. Michael Heaney — absent

Department of Veterans Affairs Staff Present:

Ms. Latrese Thompson, Designated Federal Officer (DFO)
Ms. Kristina Olson, Alternate DFO
Mr. David Smith, Alternate DFO
Dr. LaTonya Small, Program Specialist, Advisory Committee Management
Office (ACMO)
e Ms. Chantile Stovall, Acting Executive Director, Veteran Readiness
and Employment (VR&E) Service
e Ms. Melanie O’Conor, Acting Deputy Director, VR&E Service
e Ms. Veronica Brown, Field Services Supervisor, VR&E Service
e Ms. Pamela Salazar, Policy Supervisor, VR&E Service
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Public attendees:

e Ms. Rene Campos, Senior Director of Government Relations for Veterans-
Wounded Warrior

e Mr. Sidath Viranga Panangala, Team Lead of Veterans' Health and Benefits
Issues, Congressional Research Service

Welcome:

Ms. Kristina Olson, Alternate DFO, called the Veterans’ Affairs Committee on
Rehabilitation (VACOR), referred to as “the Committee,” meeting to order at 11:02 a.m.
EST. She reviewed the Rules of Engagement and introduced Ms. Tiffany Drain, Acting
Chair. Ms. Drain then conducted a roll call of members present and provided an
overview of the agenda.

Ms. Olson reviewed the Special Government Employees (SGE) Ethics Training slides
and reminded SGE committee members to submit their Annual Recertification and
Ethics Training for SGE certificates. Ms. Olson asked the Regular Government
Employees to provide confirmation of their completed annual ethics training.

The Committee viewed the Secretary of Veterans Affairs (SECVA) Mr. Douglas A.
Collins’ Advisory Committee Message https://youtu.be/3EyLJV.

VACOR Briefings:

Dr. LaTonya Small, Program Specialist with the ACMO, provided an overview of the
Federal Advisory Committee Act and updates.

Dr. Peter J. Kaboli, Executive Director with the Office of Rural Health, provided a
briefing on the Office of Rural Health. Dr. Kaboli discussed their goals, mission, and
challenges in providing health care to Veterans in rural areas. Dr. Kaboli also addressed
questions regarding issues affecting Veterans enrolled in rural healthcare systems.

Mr. David Smith, Alternate DFO, and Ms. Latrese Thompson, DFO, provided an
overview of VACOR and summarized past Committee recommendations. To date,
VACOR has submitted 46 recommendations, with 2 additional recommendations
pending approval. Ms. Thompson also reviewed VR&E’s current process for submitting
Medical Requests for Services. The Committee then discussed concerns identified
during previous field visits regarding the community care referrals process within the VA
healthcare system.

Ms. Pamela Salazar, Policy Supervisor with VR&E Service, provided a briefing on
the status of previous VR&E recommendations and the legislative proposal process.
Additionally, Ms. Salazar explained the modernization initiatives for VR&E.

Public Comments: None
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Committee Discussion:

VACOR members reviewed today's briefings and identified the need for further
assessment of VA rehabilitation programs:

« Reviewing the medical appointment tracking system for VA and community care
telehealth and mental health appointments, noting that differences in internal and
external tracking methods may lead to duplicated services.

« VRA&E staff recruitment challenges, outreach marketing, and declining retention
rates.

Additionally, VACOR members identified new concerns of VA rehabilitation programs:

e The need to analyze VR&E caseload sizes to assess the effectiveness of the
current 1:125 Vocational Rehabilitation Counselor (VRC)-to-Veteran ratio.

e The impact of case management levels within VR&E on VRC effectiveness and
timeliness.

o Exploring the effects of Artificial Intelligence on employment opportunities for
Veterans.

The Committee elected not to submit recommendations at this time, choosing instead to
continue discussions and conduct additional research for future recommendations.

Next Field Visit:
VACOR is exploring potential locations for a field visit in August 2026 to evaluate
service delivery in remote areas. Possible sites include San Juan, Puerto Rico; Fort

Harrison, Montana; and New Orleans, Louisiana.

The Committee adjourned at 3:04 p.m. EST.

Submitted:

Is! Robert K. Hines Is| Latrese Thompson
VACOR Chair Designated Federal Officer
Date: 5/16/2026 Date: 5/18/2026
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