GINO J. MERLI VETERANS’ CENTER
ADVISORY COUNCIL MEETING
August 21, 2025
CALL TO ORDER
Meeting was held both in person and via teleconference.
Bernard McDonald, Secretary, called the meeting to order at 10:00 am.
ROLL CALL
Secretary Bernie McDonald recorded roll call and attendance was as follows:
MEMBERS
Bernard “Bernie” McDonald, AMVETS
Russell Canevari, Veterans of Foreign Wars
Joe Sylvester, DAV
Tim Cleveland, PSACDVA
Robert Cudworth, Military Officers Association of America
Rosemary Brown, PA State Senate
Kyle Donahue, PA House of Representative
Timothy Booth, PSACDVA
Tim Cleveland, PSACDVA
William Smith, American Legion
Lisa Kaye, PSACDVA
Russell Lloyd, Medical Center Director of Wilkes Barre VA
DMVA
Maureen Weigl, BG, Deputy Adjutant General, VA
Travis Davis, Executive Director, Long-Term Care
Vito P. Ruggiero, Commandant
Kathleen Ambrose, Deputy Commandant
OTHERS PRESENT /INTRODUCTION OF GUESTS
Daniel Kazmierski, Medical Director
Joseph Chiochio, Quality Assurance
Janice McAllister, Volunteer Coordinator
Michael Mecca, Admissions
Abigail Lynott, Recorder
Karen Olson, Veterans Service Qutreach
Sarah Ruggiero, Quality Assurance
MOMENT OF SILENCE
REVIEW OF MEMBER STATUS
REVIEW OF PREVIOUS MINUTES
e Previous minutes accepted as written.
REPORT OF THE DEPUTY ADJUTANT GENERAL
General Weigl updated that there have been leadership changes within the VA: the
Director of the Pittsburgh Hospital and the Deputy Director at the Federal VA have been
reassigned. We are waiting to see if similar changes will occur at other major hospitals in
Pennsylvania, such as Philadelphia and Wilkes-Barre.
Two significant issues have also been in the news. First, VA union contracts are being
phased out, which affects unionized positions including security guards, firefighters, nurses, and
CNAs. It is unclear how this will impact staffing, but it could contribute to shortages. Second,




staffing challenges continue to grow, particularly with doctors and nurses leaving the system and
not enough replacements coming in. While we have not yet seen a direct impact on veterans
accessing care, longer appointment wait times are expected if shortages worsen.

The Department of Defense is also restructuring, moving toward a smaller Army and
Marine Corps while focusing more heavily on the Air Force and Navy. This could have a major
impact on the Pennsylvania Army National Guard, with potential reductions in troop numbers,
armories, and federal funding. Leadership is working to preserve as much of the structure as
possible, but changes are expected.

Pennsylvania still does not have a state budget. While this does not affect the veterans’
homes, it does impact education gratuities for college students, delaying state tuition assistance
(though federal GI Bill benefits remain available). It also affects Veterans Service Organizations’
(VSOs) funding, as they cannot be paid until the budget passes. Some may need to seek loans or
pause operations temporarily.

We recently hosted a tour at Fort Indiantown Gap with Senator Mastriano’s staff and
other representatives. They toured the facilities, including the simulators, and we had the
opportunity to highlight our initiatives and concerns. Additional visits are scheduled, which will
allow us to continue sharing our story.

We also offered staff training for legislative offices. While they cannot become VSOs
without completing the full program, we want them to better understand the role of service
officers so they can direct veterans to the right resources in their communities.

Our former ARPAC, Jen Spitler, has accepted another position. We are backfilling her
role and were encouraged by the strong applicant pool, with over 83 applications for that one
position and more than 200 applications for three outreach team jobs. This shows significant
interest in our positions, though it may also reflect limited opportunities elsewhere.

The fall will be very busy with Veterans Day activities in November, as well as numerous
legislative breakfasts throughout October. The 2025 Veterans Conference will again be held at
Valley Forge, with strong participation expected from federal and state leadership, legislators,
county directors, and other partners. We are also planning the Senior Leadership Conference for
the home side and encourage participation where possible.

REPORT OF THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF LONG-TERM CARE

Travis Davis reported that, since June 1st, we have had 14 visits from oversight agencies,
including the Department of Health, the VA, and the Department of Human Services. In
addition, our own compliance team at the Gap continues to conduct mock surveys. Overall, the
surveys went very well, with no major issues identified. Our star ratings remain strong: Gino
Merli and Delaware Valley are both five-star homes; Erie, Hollidaysburg, and Southeast remain
at four stars; and Southwest recently dropped from four stars to three, related to an incident last
December. For perspective, the average nursing home rating in Pennsylvania is between 2.7 and
2.9, so our homes remain well above average.

COVID and flu activity have been very low over the past three months, with only two
current positive cases in Pittsburgh. Infection control efforts remain strong.

Admissions continue to outpace discharges, and our census is growing. Delaware Valley,
Gino Merli, and Erie are all above 90% capacity. Across all homes, we currently serve 1,165
veterans and spouses, with more than 200 on the waiting list. Some on the list are not ready for
immediate admission, but we encourage early applications to ease the process for families. In
July, we had 43 admissions compared to 37 discharges.




We are again working with the VA on a staffing grant to support recruitment and
retention. Last year, funds were primarily used for hiring bonuses for RNs, LPNs, and CNAs.
This year, in addition to maintaining bonuses, we plan to expand the request to include
continuing education, training, and other retention initiatives. We are also wrapping up
interviews for a part-time physician to cover both homes in the Philadelphia area and expect to
extend an offer soon.

The construction projects that were highlighted include Hollidaysburg: The major capital
project there is 98% complete, with a ribbon cutting planned for early 2026. Residents will
transition into the new CLC around February or March. Southwest: A full renovation is planned,
including bathrooms, plumbing, and resident rooms. State funds are secured, but the project is
pending VA approval for the federal grant program, which is highly competitive (only ~10% of
applications are awarded each cycle). We expect the new priority list in January. Gino Merli: A
“Main Street” upgrade is planned, including improvements to the canteen and chapel space. The
project has faced repeated delays but is now projected to start on October 15th, pending final
parts delivery. Funding is secured, and we hope to complete by year-end.

Commandants attended the National Association for State Veterans Homes conference in
Kentucky this month, where they earned continuing education credits and received updates on
construction funding and other initiatives.

Senate Bill 129 has now been signed into law as Act 20. Key changes include:

o Expanding advisory councils from 13 to 15 members, with two new seats reserved for

community members (such as resident family representatives).

o Updating terms for advisory council members (details still being finalized with the

Pennsylvania War Council).

o Requiring each council to produce an annual report to be submitted to the Adjutant

General, then consolidated by DMVA for the General Assembly.

A draft of this council’s report will be shared at the next meeting for review and approval. In
early September, letters will go out to all advisory members, residents, and their representatives
outlining these changes.

REPORT OF THE COMMANDANT

Vito Ruggiero reported Since the last meeting, the Department of Health returned to
review the processes and procedures implemented in response to the deficiencies noted during
their previous survey. He reported that they were satisfied with the documentation and outcomes
provided, and as a result, the full license has been awarded.

Additionally, the VA survey team visited during the third week of July. Their findings
were very minor, and the Corrective Action Plan was submitted to the Office of Geriatrics and
Extended Care through the VISN 4 Director and subsequently accepted.

As a result of the positive outcome from the Department of Health review, He reported that Gino
J. Merli remains in the minority of facilities that maintain a 5-star rating.

The admissions have increased, and currently, available beds are limited. Mr. Mecca will
provide further details on these numbers during his report.

In previous meetings, we discussed the "Main Street" construction project. He announced
that the facility received confirmation that construction will begin in mid-October.

He noted the upcoming events at Gino J. Merli: August 30, 2025, Annual Bike Ride will
take place, beginning at Harley Davidson on Route 6 and ending here at Gino J Merli. Saturday,
October 18, 2025, will be the Purse Bingo event, with all proceeds going to our Resident Welfare
Fund. Bingo begins at 1:00 PM. Monday, September 29, 2025, is The Big Casino Event host in




the Multipurpose Room for residents. Prizes and money will be awarded to winners. If you or
your organization would like to get involved, please contact our Volunteer Coordinator.
Tuesday, September 30, 2025, is OKTOBERFEST, this event will have German Beer, Potato
Pancakes from the Polish Connection, Pretzels and the Polka. Veterans Day (November 11)
honored to host the Scranton Public Theatre's production of "The Last Thoughts of Gino Merli",
featuring actor Bob Shlesinger.

He mentioned that there are only 18 weeks until Christmas, the facility began
preparations and is now accepting donations for our residents based on their holiday wish lists.
This list is meant to serve as helpful guides. If your organization would prefer to contribute in a
different way, he welcomed ideas. Reach out to Janice McAllister, our Volunteer Coordinator, to
discuss alternative options. A copy of the Wishlist has been included in the Advisory packet for
reference.

Ruggiero took a moment to publicly extend his heartfelt thanks and sincere
congratulations to Kathleen Ambrose, Deputy Commandant, on her upcoming retirement.
REPORT OF THE MEDICAL DIRECTOR

Dr. Daniel Kazmierski reported zero COVID cases for May, June, and July, with 148
residents and 5 staff members vaccinated using last year’s formulation. No influenza cases have
been identified, and flu vaccinations are scheduled to begin in September. A review of catheter
use within the facility is ongoing. Dr. Kazmierski want to note the importance of vaccines
overall. While recent federal funding for mRNA vaccine research was cut, this technology is a
vital tool for quickly targeting threats like COVID and influenza, and the medical community
must continue to support and advocate for it. He also noted that vaccines have been extensively
studied and consistently proven to be safe and effective.

THE GOOD OF THE COUNCIL

Kathleen Ambrose, Deputy Commandant, announced her retirement at the end of this
year after 19 years at Gino J Merli, and she noted her incredible journey. She mentioned every
day has brought something new—just when you think you’ve seen it all, something unexpected
comes along. It’s been exciting, challenging, rewarding, and yes, at times frustrating, but always
meaningful. She stated it has truly been a pleasure to be here, and I’'m so grateful for the
cooperation, support, and friendships I’ve had along the way. Thank you all again for your
kindness and for grounding me through the years—it has meant so much.

Michael Mecca, Admissions Coordinator, reported the current census is 186, which puts
us at 95% capacity. Since the last meeting, we’ve had 30 admissions and 20 discharges, leaving
roughly 10 beds available, all of which have already been offered to veteran spouses pending
logistics such as transportation and move-in dates. As a result, our waiting list will increase. At
present, the wait for veteran skilled nursing is approximately 3—6 months for new applicants.
Memory care admissions average 8—12 months, while spouse skilled nursing averages 6—12
months. Currently, we have one secured bed available that was recently declined; in such cases,
if an applicant is approved through our committee, they can be admitted immediately. Our non-
veteran population is at about 13—14%, which keeps us within the required 15% threshold.
Lastly, he will be attending the Steamtown Mall Expo on September 19th and look forward to
representing the facility there.

Janice McAllister, Volunteer Coordinator, reported that the resident welfare fund
currently stands at $170,993.00, up 1.47% from the last fiscal year.




ADJOURNMENT

Next meeting is November 20, 2025, at 10:00 AM
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Bernard McDonald, Secretary Date



