December 5, 2013
North Carolina Institute of Medicine
Present: Kimberly Alexander-Bratcher, Dr. Will Barnes, Shawn Chase, Li Fang, Ph.D., Bob
Goodale, John Harris, SGT MAJ Andrew Haswell, Laura Haygood, Bob Kurtz, Ph.D., Lisa Lofton-Berry,
Heather McAllister, Jennifer Moynihan-Wynn, Sheryl Pacelli, Ilario Pantano, Melissa Payne, Ronnie
Sadoski (and his friend Augie), Jeff Smith, Belivia Spaulding, Jan White, and Diane Yelverton
Dr. Kudler welcomed everyone to the meeting, followed by introductions. Ronnie Sadoski, Wags
4 Tags, presented on his nonprofit. He noted that NC has the third highest military population and that
one in five suffers from PTSD. Fort Bragg has more suicides than any other base in the country. NC puts
to sleep more animals than any other state in the country. Mr. Sadoski then proceeded to tell his story
and how his dog Sadie saved him from dying by suicide. He started Wags 4 Tags to help other veterans
get the help he never did. On September 11, 2012, UNC-TV presented a video on Wags 4 Tags; this can
be accessed by going to their website, http://wags4tags.org, clicking on “About Us”, and scrolling down
to the UNC youtube video. In addition to providing social emotional support dogs to veterans, he would
like to start a research program and show that social emotional support dogs are as important as service
dogs. Dr. Kudler said that COL Elspeth Ritchey and CAPT Bob Kaufman are both proponents of service
dogs and therapy dogs. Mr. Sadoski said that while the VA will let a veteran be accompanied by a
service dog or therapy dog, they do not allow veterans to bring in trained emotional support companion
dogs. Mr. Goodale suggested that Mr. Sadoski go to pet supply stores and veterinary organizations with
a research proposal for funding.
SGT MAJ Haswell plans to link Wags 4 Tags with the Yellow Ribbon Program; he plans to push
the program to returning veterans. He noted that instructors need to be state certified in order for the
dogs to be certified and encouraged them to take this extra step. He thought that what Mr. Sadoski is
doing is awesome.
A new VAMC will be opening in Greenville in collaboration with ECU in 2014.
Mr. Smith announced that the Department of Commerce will provide funding through the
community block grant to assist in conducting a pilot for the Veteran Life Center for 150 veterans. He
thanked Dr. Kudler, Mr. Harris, and Mr. Pantano for their help. Dr. Kudler commented that this outcome
is the result of tremendous persistence and vision and congratulated Mr. Smith.
Dr. Kudler has been working with Thea Monet of the Old North State Medical Society. In March,
they are planning to conduct a medical screening for veterans and their families. NC has one of the
highest numbers of black veterans in US. African Americans come from different communities with their
own doctors. Dr. Kudler is on the planning committee and invited Mr. Pantano to join the committee.
Dr. Kudler has been working with Dr. Lancaster, Mr. Goodale, and Ms. Yelverton on a training
project with Blue Cross Blue Shield (BCBS). So far they have completed three modules, which will go live
in March. A total of seven modules are planned; they are based on the Painting a Moving Train series
through AHEC. BCBS is planning to reimburse clinicians a bit more if they include military experience as
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part of the medical history. The modules will facilitate the military cultural competence of the
physicians. Old North State Medical Society was the impetus behind the project when they asked why
they should include a military history if there was no incentive.
The Focus (Families OverComing Under Stress) Program started with marines and then the
army. This program helps families on bases during and after deployment by teaching coping,
communication, and parenting skills. UNC is currently heading a Focus initiative in the state. The next
step is to take it into communities for the reserve component.
Dr. Kudler reported on the mental health summits that each of the 153 Veterans Affairs Medical
Centers (VAMCs) hosted this past summer. Over 4000 individuals participated. The Durham VAMC is
responsible for preparing the report. An initial finding is that respondents are less optimistic in terms of
helping military families. The VA is taking this finding as a reason to begin focusing on military families.
About 20% of all Americans are veterans or veteran dependent.
Dr. Kudler announced that he is retiring at the end of the month, but plans to continue with the
VA without compensation. Thus, he will continue working with Focus in his new capacity.
SGT MAJ Haswell reported that the NC National Guard has added more behavioral health staff.
There are also 10-12 staff in the Education and Employment Center; and they have been responsible for
increasing the success rates of veterans finding jobs.
Ms. McAllister said that the Governor’s Institute has updated the training page on the Focus
website. The website asks visitors to sign up for the biweekly newsletters and to register as a militaryfriendly provider on www.warwithin.org. She is working with the Division to organize trainings for the
Veteran Points of Contact (VPOC).
Mr. Pantano is continuing his quest to make the State the most veteran friendly state in the
country. He is garnering support for this initiative from the Governor as well as state and communitybased organizations, agencies, and companies. The Governor has indicated that he wants to attend a
meeting in 2014. Mr. Pantano went around the room and asked attendees which organizations or
agencies are missing from the table and came up with the following list: active military, vocational
rehabilitation, criminal justice (e.g., veterans court, Mark Teachey, AOC, law enforcement), Vet Centers,
Department of Higher Education, Laura Yates from Department of Corrections, VFW, DAV, chaplains and
faith communities in veteran heavy communities (e.g., NC Council on Churches), providers (e.g., social
workers, child workers), Reserves, NCNG family programs, military children in schools, prevention
services for substance abuse and domestic violence, how to address suicide in military, DMA, librarians
(My Healthe Vet portal, section for military kids), family medicine, pediatrics, DMV (e.g., Coaching into
Care video screens, licenses for military drivers), public health, rural health, American Indians, and
regional groups.
Mr. Goodale suggested that regional groups be organized and that the Focus could serve as a
model even though it is at the state level. Currently, there are regional groups in Charlotte (formerly
CART but now the Charlotte Bridge Home serves as the organizer), Fayetteville (Community Blueprint),
and Wake County (Military and Veterans Resource Coalition).
John Bigger of the Southern Regional AHEC sponsors a program on military families, Forward
March, annually. Perhaps we could invite him to participate in Focus.
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Also discussed was the location of the meetings. Because the meetings are always in the
Triangle with a limited number of call-in lines, perhaps we could utilize the virtual video conference
center at NC Central University in Durham or at CISCO. SGT MAJ Haswell said that the NCNG has the
capability for virtual meetings and could possibly host the Focus meetings. The community colleges and
AHECs also have this capability.
Issues that need to be addressed include:





Spouses need education about TBI and other health issues. Even though there are many
existing resources such as Yellow Ribbon, families are not using them.
Health literacy
Increase the visibility of the Focus website and what it offers
Educate about child neglect and child abuse, which are high in counties where military are
based (child welfare workers and social services workers need training on military issues to
become culturally competent)

SGT MAJ Haswell said that NCNG J-9 programs include programs such as family programs,
behavioral health, Yellow Ribbon, survivor outreach services, suicide prevention, and military sexual
trauma (MST). While there are countless programs, websites, and toll-free numbers, people are still
having trouble accessing services. Somehow even though there are more services than ever, things
seem to be worse.
The next Focus meeting will be held on January 23. Operation Recovery will be presenting.
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