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HOLLIDAYSBURG VETERANS’ HOME (HVH) ADVISORY COUNCIL MEETING MINUTES 

THURSDAY, April 17, 2025 

10:00 AM 

 

ADVISORY COUNCIL MEMBERS PRESENT: 

Brian Querry (Council Vice President), Centre County, Director of VA 

R. Raymond Lenz (Council Secretary), American Legion Department of PA 

John “Goose” Marin, Catholic War Vets 

Joseph Rodkey, Blinded Veterans Association 

David Wagner, DAV 

Jay Buchanan, MOAA 

Michael “Mick” Hoover, MOPH 

Todd Warner, Pennsylvania State Association County Director of Veterans Affairs 

Irene Fulton, Resident Representative 

Henry Gaunt, AMVETS 

Thomas Williams, VFW 

 

VIP’S PRESENT: 

The Honorable Louis Schmitt Jr., PA House of Representative 

 

DMVA PRESENT: 

Travis Davis, Executive Director of Long-Term Care, Bureau of Veterans’ Homes 

 

HVH PRESENT: 

Chrissy Dambeck, Commandant 

Kelly Smith, Deputy Commandant 

Desiree Kearney, Director of Nursing 

Ashleigh Murtagh, CRNP 

Gail Rodriguez, HR Director 

Matthew Smearman, Maintenance Director 

Dollie Musselman, Nursing 

Joe Patterson, Admissions and Marketing 

Jolene Hoffman, Human Resources 

Theresa Smith, Human Resources 
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Iris Tatar, Assistant to the Deputy Commandant 

Dylan Nelson, Assistant to the Commandant and Recorder 

 

OTHERS PRESENT: 

Jim Lammison 

Anna Rodkey 

Elaine Warner 

Constance Stradski 

Amanda Walker 

Ernie Musselman 

 

VACANT POSITIONS: 

None 

 

ADVISORY COUNCIL MEMBERS ABSENT: 

Ildephonse “Duffy” Hines (Council President), Marine Corps League 

Tim Susengill, Vietnam Veterans Association 

 

Brian Querry agreed to lead the meeting in Duffy’s place. 

 

Moment of Silence and Pledge of Allegiance 

Brian asked everyone to stand, and he led the Pledge of Allegiance. He then asked everyone to take a moment 
of silence. 

 

Call to Order/Roll Call 

Brian called the meeting to order at 10:04 AM and asked everyone in attendance to introduce themselves and 
to provide their title and/or Service Organization. 

 

Swearing In New Members 

None 

 

Review of Minutes from Previous Meeting 

All present agreed to approve the previous meeting minutes. 
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Christina Dambeck 

Dr. Ratchford was not available for this meeting; Christina Dambeck spoke on his behalf with Ashleigh Murtagh (CRNP) 
present in his stead. Nothing outstanding to report; flu season is wrapping up and the residents appear to be in good 
health. 

 

Joe Patterson – Admissions and Marketing Update 

We are currently working on ways to improve customer service so that when veterans walk in the door, they feel at 

home. We are starting to work on a welcome basket program for new admissions to the home, as well. Admissions 

report for the month of January, at -3, February +4, March we did very well. Breakdown by counties is as follows: Centre 

County 5, Westmorland County also had 5, for the quarter, we netted 7. Any questions? No. Marketing – quarterly 

meeting with advocacy group from tristate areas discussing veteran’s needs, support. Veterans court topic coming up on 

the 24th, very active in Cambria County, not so much in the other counties, looking for expansion. I have not done too 

many advocacy events, but my idea is to have tours for extended family to come down and see us, our staff, different 

departments, what goes on the floor, etc. 23 tours were conducted for this quarter. Site visits are also conducted.  We 

are having a new admission from Lewisburg today that resulted from a site visit.  Conducting site visits gives us the 

opportunity to network with other facilities.  Brian Querry asked where they visited in Lewisburg; Joe said we met with 

the resident at the facility. Should people call Joe’s office to set up a tour? Yes. On the 28th of March, Vietnam 

appreciation ceremony was held.  All Vietnam era veterans were presented with a pin obtained from D.C., spouses were 

given a corsage. Mr. Wagner had a ceremony where he was located, Joe apologized for not being able to attend. 

Samantha Cossman was able to attend in Joe’s absence. 300+ veterans were in attendance. On Tuesday, April 29th, the 

Hollidaysburg Veterans home will be hosting a veteran’s outreach initiative.  Approval was received to run an ad in the 

Altoona Mirror newspaper, VCI will have about 18 tables set up for that event. I am planning on attending Senator Wards 

Senior Expo in May.  Are there any Questions? No. If you ever need or would like for Joe to come to your organizations to 

speak on behalf of the home, Joe would be happy to do so. Dave Wagner then spoke about an event this spring at 

Central City for service providers for veterans. A lot of different groups will be there to correct misinformation.  

 

Employee Recognition 

2 employees to recognize – Theresa Smith retiring; Dollie Musselman longevity. 

 

Travis Davis, Executive Director of Long-Term Care 

Thank you all for being here and supporting HVH. Unfortunately, it is a busy travel season for General Weigl, so she was 

unable to attend.  Barb Raymond is currently on vacation. Last year was the 1st ever Vetcon and it was hosted in 

Pittsburgh.  This year Vetcon will be held on Oct 22-24th in Valley Forge.  Next week is the Volunteer Appreciation 

Banquet and both the TAG and DAG will be in attendance.  The TAG is planning on touring the entire campus during his 

visit.   Surveys – The VA contracts with Ascellon to conduct the State Veterans Homes (SVH), VA surveys.  The VA paused 

some of their contracts which impacted the State Veterans Homes surveys in three of the SVH. Surveyors left after a day 

or two without further notice.  We were informed the VA will be resuming the contracts. Surveys resumed at the 

Vermont Veterans Home, so we think they will be resuming at our SVH as well. Star ratings: 3 of the SVH’s are a 5 star 

and the other 3 are a 4 star. COVID update – 1 resident across all homes, no staff. Vaccines – did well to educate staff and 

residents on the benefits of being vaccinated. Over the SVHs we had 900 residents with the flu and for COVID we had 

over 800. Admissions – 1141, Joe and the admissions team are doing a good job bringing in more admissions than 
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residents being discharged. 231 vets and spouses are on the wait lists: we’ve been encouraging veterans not to wait to 

the last minute to apply, no financial commitment to do so. When calling people to admit them, they may not be ready 

yet but that moves them to the bottom of the list. Staffing remains a challenge.  The DMVA did receive a VA grant that is 

being used for employee retention.  There is a $4,000 referral bonus that is being offered referring new R.N.’s, L.P.N.’s and 

N.A.’s. Fortunately, we have seen an uptick in applications. This may be a result of marketing or from federal job 

searchers.  Since January, we have received double the number of applications. Matt, our Facility and Grounds Director, 

will update about the new building.  We have some construction projects occurring at other facilities, including 

Southwest Veterans Center and Gino Merli. I was in D.C. last week to visit congressional PA members to advocate for 

issues regarding the veterans. We worked together to create a letter, which we then sent to Governor Shapiro to 

advocate for healthcare workers. So far, this has been a successful combined effort saying we need to tackle the 

healthcare worker crisis. Governor Shapiro’s office is entertaining a lot of ideas that we are putting forward. Since we are 

competing against all other providers for the same type of staff, the hiring pool continues to fluctuate. We have started 

going into schools to get more hires, and we have been working on some avenues to potentially get childcare for our 

employees. We have been made aware of Senate bill 129, which would change advisory council composition – increasing 

number of members from 13 to 15, with 3 new members being nominated by current residents. We wanted them to 

define some of the stipulations to help us understand, and we will have more information on that soon. They want to 

increase the quorum from 6 to 8, but we are asking them not to change that due to the current system being more 

effective in getting the appropriate number of people in attendance. Each advisory council will be required to file an 

annual report; each council will submit that to the Adjutant General for the Governor’s office. We will help the advisory 

councils compile that information as best we can once the changes get put into place. 

 

Compliance Report – Kelly Smith 

For this quarter, we have FIG meetings and meetings with department heads. Everything continues to go as planned, no 
issues for last quarter. 

 

 

Matt Smearman 

On May 2nd 2023 we had the original groundbreaking ceremony, which is hard to believe that much time has passed, and 

with the building coming along nicely. We are currently on schedule; most finishes are being done, flooring is still going 

down but they are also installing fixtures, tubs, sinks, breakers, wiring, etc. Exterior concrete panels are going up, they 

are working on the courtyards. The courtyards will be outfitted with televisions to take residents out into the concrete 

and watch tv, weather permitting.  They are working on paving parking lots. Currently just under 90% complete.  They are 

about 10% away from completion, which should be around the end of June/early July. We are still waiting on the transfer 

switch which should arrive at the end of October. Luke Hughes and his team have worked extensively, completing over 

300 RFIs over 2 years. Work has been done on the duct bank project, excavation, and underground utilities, including 

work with Peoples Natural Gas, with a lot of concurrent background logistics going on. They will be working on the 

master key system for the building; currently there are 389 doors that have cores for keys which the vendor will be 

installing starting next week. The contractor is now initiating cleaning procedures for inspections in some areas. 

Questions?  Since this may be completed at the end of October, will the move be a month or two later? Once the switch 

is installed, we need inspections and surveys to occur, which will end with the VA coming in to do the recognition survey. 

VA surveyors will come in, 20 residents or half capacity will be there in compliance with their regulation requests. The 

Recognition Survey is tentatively scheduled for the 3rd week of November. Once the VA comes in and we pass, we can 
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move the residents in. Are we looking at December to move everyone in? Hopefully we can, but the big challenge that 

we face is the VA Recognition survey. When they come in, anything at all they find for a deficiency is a failure. At 

Delaware Valley, we had 4 separate inspections fail for minor deficiencies. The VA Recognition process can slow things 

down, and we must wait for them to schedule another team to come out to re-survey.  

 

Nursing - Desiree Kearney 

To work on the staffing concerns, we have a new program-hiring of nurse aide trainees. The nurse aide trainee initiative 

will involve bringing in candy stripers to change beds, help with trash and help with activities. We have started a feeding 

assistance program which we received approval from the Department of Health to assist the residents with eating. We 

have partnered with Central Pennsylvania Institute from State College; therefore, those 4 N.A. trainees will attend N.A. 

Training so that they can become certified.  Unfortunately, N.A. training courses are limited in this area. Starting May 5th, 

we will have the students start the N.A. training course, which is a 6-week program. We will have a cycle where every 6 

weeks we will be able to get a rotation of new students to keep new staff coming in. We have 12 new hires this 1st 

quarter including RNs and Nurse Aides. Concerning LPNs, the Altoona Vo-Tech has 2 LPN classes running at the same 

time, which is a good resource for us to utilize. Finding Nurse Aides continues to be a struggle, unfortunately. For the 

current staff that we do have, we have started a Thank You card program where we pick 5 to 6 staff from each shift and 

mail them a card weekly. We are making these cards as personable as possible, starting with the night shift to account for 

the fact that they are often the group most forgotten. We have partnered with the Vo-Tech LPN program, and we will 

have this as part of the clinical rotation. We are just waiting for some signatures and final approval. Students are eager to 

provide for the residents, and we are looking forward to working with them. Questions? No. 

 

Chrissy Dambeck, Commandant 

As always, I would like to thank everyone here for your ongoing support and guidance. Desiree discussed nursing staffing; 

since Jan 16th we have had 33 new hires. We are currently looking for several positions in nursing, security and 

maintenance. We still have Walk-In Wednesdays, where anyone who is interested in a position can come in and get an 

interview. This past quarter, we have hosted several special events for the residents. March was the month of social work 

appreciation.  This weekend an Easter Egg hunt is being sponsored by VEAP at Legion Park for the staff and their families. 

The VEAP organization which is running this event was started from the Morale Committee meeting that I began when I 

was the Deputy Commandant. VEAP can raise funds for employee events that we are not able to fully do ourselves 

within our capacity as a state funded institution, so they are able to provide opportunities for Employees to feel 

appreciated and raise staff morale. VEAP can also help to raise money for staff with health conditions who are currently 

unable to work; we have had past events where we were able to raise a sizable amount of money to help support staff in 

need. On May 3rd we are going to be having a Korean Medal Ceremony for our veterans, with Pastor Dan from Van Zandt 

and members of the community joining us as well. May 14th will be the date for our Carnival event this year; we decided 

to move the event this year from the regularly scheduled day due to the construction. On June 18th, we will be hosting a 

safety fair for staff which will focus on burnout prevention. This event will involve us partnering with Van Zandt, and the 

event will be done on a regular annual basis from this point moving forward. Travis previously mentioned the 5-star 

rating system; Deanna gave a report at the last meeting, at which time we were a 3-star facility.  I am happy to announce 

that we are now currently at a 4-star rating! A Ribbon cutting Ceremony for Lightner Hall is tentatively scheduled For 

September 12th.  Questions? No. 
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Kelly Smith 

We are currently in the process of wrapping up the 5-year plan, due by the end of the month to have that submitted. We 

continue to work on purchases for the new building, asking vendors to deliver directly to the CLC in June to prevent item 

damages. 

 

Report of Council Members 

Concerning Advertising, there will be an annual training and policy conference on the 2nd week of June this year. Brian 

last year covered several different construction issues to train other service officers about benefits for disability claims. 

Travis will be available this year to assist people in better understanding the costs associated with the veteran homes. 

They are currently putting together a quick reference desk guide for veteran home costs, which should be done in 

another week or two. Once it is finished, Travis will be able to provide a copy to whoever needs it. Offices around the 

state are finding that younger and younger veterans are coming into their offices, which is counter to the usual idea 

people may have in their head of what a veteran really is. We are currently trying to focus on getting veteran services to 

the northern area. There was a question concerning whether money is part of the issue we need to look at concerning 

veteran attendance of events, with the consensus being that we do what we can to encourage attendance as the 

opportunities allow. We discussed some potential issues of getting all the veteran offices around the state to trainings 

and conventions, while keeping in mind that some of the counties also have vacancies for the director positions they 

have yet to fill. We are still maintaining a regimen of proper training for all employees which also includes proper 

certifications, with issues concerning the delivery of services in some counties.  

 

Old Business 

N/A 

 

New Business 

N/A 

 

Announcements/Good of the Council 

There was a family of a vet that passed away in Blair County, so we wanted to know administratively what is done when a 

veteran passes here at the veterans’ home? When that happens, the family receives a flag and memorial services are 

held with clergy for the veterans on a regular basis to better help them cope with the loss. Staff are also given an 

opportunity to attend the ceremonies along with the residents. As a facility, we are open to suggestions; legion riders 

were thinking about presenting flags for any soldiers who became ill prior to their passing. Some sister facilities play taps 

on their PA systems; we have had mixed feelings from our residents on that idea. One thing done in the past is talking to 

the family of the deceased to understand a DD214; if they have questions about what they would like on the obituary, 

etc. We have had previous resident families who expressed their appreciation for the help. There was an issue that came 

up concerning a veteran that was here; VA burial benefits were not requested initially and when we were made aware, 

we were beyond a 2-year point for that specific case and unable to help. Administratively, what can we do for this 

moving forward? Possibly this could have been due to COVID, but there is no direct evidence that can have that be linked 

to the specific cause; with us also being unsure if it was the fault of the funeral home as well. We believe there was a 

multitude of factors.  We can speak with our revenue department to make sure that an issue like this does not recur. 
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Concerning Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) claims; if a service-connected veteran passes away with a 

diagnosis related to their service connection, it should be listed on death certificate.  This enables the surviving spouse to 

receive additional compensation. We will educate our providers on this so that moving forward we are more cognizant of 

this when a resident ceases to breathe as they complete the death certificates.  Here is an example of a situation that 

recently occurred, there was a veteran in the community who committed suicide recently, the coroner was asked to 

make sure that post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was listed on the death certificate so that the surviving spouse and 

dependents could receive additional compensation. We have had meetings with various undertakers, asking them to 

contact us if/when a veteran passes away to see if we can assist in any way. Concerning the issue of Hypertension, 

anyone who is a Vietnam vet should have the service connection.  Travis responded that across the SVH’s, we can send 

letters to the family regarding DIC, and at the medical advisory committee meetings that we have with all the providers, 

we can educate them regarding DIC and the impact of including a service-connected diagnosis on the death certificate, if 

applicable. Dave Wagner commented, “As we get an aging population of veterans, we need to get them to their medical 

appointments. The formats and criteria for transportation services have changed since then, and we are working to 

present to the VA a reformatting effort to meet needs of the people we work with today.” We are going to be giving a 

veteran family a new home through Johnstown Welding and Fabricating; we will interview 10 families and then decide 

which one will get the home. 

 

 

Adjournment 

Brian adjourned the meeting at 1124 hours. 

 

 

 

____________________________ 

R. Raymond Lenz, Secretary 


