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By: Mark Murphy, Executive Director

As part of our ongoing Project 72,000 Square Miles program, 
Chapter President and National Director Brad Carlson, 
Chapter Vice President Mike Moran, and I traveled on De-

cember 8-9 to the White River Junction VA Medical Center in Vermont 
for a full-day visit with their Spinal Cord Injury (SCI) Service Team. 
The experience was not only informative but deeply encouraging.

Our visit began with a warm welcome from the SCI leadership team, 
including the Director, physicians, nursing staff, recreational thera-
pists, and social workers who together form the backbone of the unit’s 
patient-centered model of care. Their commitment to veterans living 
with spinal cord injuries was immediately evident - not just in their 
clinical expertise, but in their collaborative approach and genuine pas-
sion for service. Throughout the morning, we engaged in meaningful 
discussions about the current strengths of the program, as well as key 
updates and highlights from the past year. Staff shared improvements 
in care coordination, advancements in adaptive sports and recreational 
therapy, enhanced telehealth capabilities for rural communities, and 
renewed focus on mental health and community reintegration. We were 
impressed by the team’s ability to balance innovation with the personal-
ized attention that SCI veterans deserve.

Project 72,000 Square Miles: 
A Promising Visit to White River Junction VA’s SCI Unit

A guided tour of the newly renovated SCI 
facilities showcased impressive upgrades 
designed with accessibility and dignity at the 
forefront. From modernized treatment rooms 
to thoughtfully designed patient spaces, the 
renovations clearly reflect a forward-thinking 
commitment to quality care. Along the way, 
we had the opportunity to meet additional 

staff, patients, and Chapter members there 
who embody the spirit of the White River 
Junction community - welcoming, knowl-
edgeable, and dedicated.

This visit reaffirmed the importance of our 
Chapter’s ongoing engagement across the 
region. As we work to elevate the voices and 
needs of SCI veterans across New England’s 
72,000 square miles, partnerships with teams 
like White River Junction’s are essential. 
Their openness, professionalism, and genuine 
enthusiasm made this visit both productive 

Their commitment to veterans 

living with spinal cord injuries 

was immediately evident - not 

just in their clinical expertise, but 

in their collaborative approach 

and genuine passion for service. 
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The New England Chapter, Paralyzed Veterans of 
America (New England PVA) is a congressionally 

chartered veterans service organization founded in 1947 
that has developed a unique expertise on a wide variety of 
issues involving the special needs of our members – veterans 
of the armed forces who have experienced spinal cord injury 
or dysfunction.

The New England PVA uses that expertise to be the leading advocate for:

    •	 Quality health care for our members

    •	 Research and education addressing spinal cord injury and dysfunction

    •	 Benefits available because of our members’ military service

    •	 Civil rights and opportunities that maximize the independence of our members

To enable paralyzed veterans to continue to honor this commitment, we recruit and retain members 
who have the experience, energy, dedication, and passion necessary to manage the organization and en-
sure adequate resources to sustain the programs essential for the Chapter to achieve its mission.

Paul Nyerick
Mark Sanders
Dustin Soroka
Jim Wallack
Keelan Zenion	

Executive Director’s Report By  Mark Murphy
Executive Director NEPVADear Friends,

As we close out the year and look ahead to 2026, 
I want to take a moment to reflect on a particu-
larly meaningful, productive and extremely 

busy month for our Chapter. Our work continues to grow 
in impact and visibility, and I am grateful every day for the 
dedication of our members, volunteers, staff, and partners 
across New England and beyond.

Last month, myself and Brad and Kathy Carlson trav-
eled to Orlando, Florida, for PVA’s Fall Board of Directors 
Meeting, where we joined leaders from across the country 
to discuss national priorities, organizational updates, and 
the evolving needs of the SCI/D community. At the same 
time, PVA National Service Officers were also gathered 
in Orlando for their annual meeting. We were thrilled to 
celebrate our own Zachary Nuetzel, who received PVA’s 
Medical Services Award (photo below) in recognition of 
his excellence, professionalism, and unwavering dedication 
as a PVA NSO. This honor is so well deserved, and we are 
incredibly proud of Zachary and the vital work he does for 
our veterans every day.

Back here at home, we have had a full and exciting schedule 
as well. In the first weekend of December, in partnership 

with PVA National, we hosted 
a Boccia and Air Rifle Tour-
nament at the Brockton VA. It 
was an energizing event filled 
with competition and com-
munity spirit. You will find a 
dedicated article in this issue 
highlighting the athletes, vol-
unteers, and staff who made 
the weekend so successful.

Earlier this month, we also visited the White River Junction 
VA Medical Center as part of our ongoing Project 72,000 
Square Miles program. It was a positive, insightful visit 
with their SCI team, and you can read more about it in the 
accompanying article. Our Chapter remains committed to 
strengthening partnerships and deepening our engagement 
throughout the New England region, ensuring that every 
veteran living with SCI/D has access to the highest stan-
dard of care and support.

I also want to draw your attention to an excellent piece in 
this month’s newsletter by our Chapter Treasurer and MS 
Liaison, Ericka Haddad, whose thoughtful article on holi-
day cooking with a disability offers both practical guidance 
and encouragement during a season that can bring unique 
challenges. I hope you enjoy her perspective and find inspi-
ration in her “Five P’s” approach.

As we enter the holiday season, I want to extend my warm-
est wishes to each of you. Thank you for being part of this 
community and for all you do to advance our Chapter’s 
mission. May this season bring you peace, joy, and mo-
ments of rest. From all of us at the Chapter, Happy Holi-
days and Happy New Year!

Sincerely,

Mark Murphy
Executive Director
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by Brad Carlson
NEPVA President

From the President’s DeskWashington Update
Dear Friends,

Winter has arrived, and with it a busy and produc-
tive start to the season for our Chapter. I am 

grateful for everyone’s continued commitment to our mis-
sion and for the strong participation we’ve seen across our 
programs and events these past several months.

In November, I had the pleasure of attending VetFest in 
New Hampshire, where I represented our Chapter along-
side Executive Director Mark Murphy, my wife Kathy, and 
fellow Board Members Ericka Haddad, Mike Moran, and 
Jim Wallack. It was a wonderful opportunity to connect 
with veterans, families, and community partners, and I ap-
preciate everyone who came out to support the event.

Last month, I also traveled to Orlando for PVA’s Fall Board 
of Directors Meeting in my capacity as National Director. 
It was a productive and positive week, filled with important 
discussions about PVA’s national finances, programming, 
and future priorities. I always return from these meetings 
energized by the work happening across the country and 
proud of the role our New England Chapter plays in that 
effort.

As part of our ongoing Project 72,000 Square Miles initia-
tive, several of us visited the White River Junction VA in 
Vermont, where we met with their outstanding SCI team 
and toured their newly renovated facilities. You can read 

more about this visit in the 
dedicated article in this issue, 
but I want to express again 
how grateful we are for their 
partnership and commitment 
to veterans in the region.

Just last weekend, we partnered with PVA National to host 
a Boccia and Air Rifle Tournament at the Brockton VA. I 
was happy to attend on Saturday and even had the chance 
to compete in boccia, which was great fun. My sincere 
thanks go to the VA staff, PVA National’s Sports & Rec-
reation team, and all our Chapter volunteers who helped 
make the tournament a success. We are already planning 
to support many more adaptive sports opportunities in 
2026, including the Winter Sports Clinic and a trap shoot-
ing event in Maine.

As we look toward the holidays, our Chapter is proud to 
sponsor upcoming Christmas and New Year’s celebrations 
at both the Brockton VA and West Roxbury campuses. In 
November, we were also honored to sponsor a Thanksgiv-
ing meal at the Brockton VA, helping to bring warmth and 
community to veterans spending the holiday there.

Please also note that our next Board of Directors meeting 
will be held on January 21st. We look forward to continu-

ing our momentum into the new year.

As we close out 2025, I want to wish all our mem-
bers, families, volunteers, and partners a very 
Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. Thank 
you for your ongoing support and for all you do to 
strengthen our Chapter and our mission.

Sincerely,

Brad Carlson
Chapter President & National Director

On November 17, Rep. Tom Barrett (R-MI) introduced 
H.R. 6047, the Sharri Briley and Eric Edmundson Veterans 
Benefits Expansion Act, which would increase the amount 
of Special Monthly Compensation (SMC) for the most 
severely disabled veterans. It would also raise VA Depen-
dency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) rates for the 
surviving family members of deceased servicemembers and 
veterans. For years, PVA has advocated for increasing these 
benefits for veterans with the most significant service-con-
nected disabilities and their survivors. 

SMC is arguably the most important ancillary benefit for 
veterans with severe, service-connected disabilities. The 
benefit is unique in that it is dependent on non-economic 
factors such as the profoundness of the disability, personal 
inconvenience, and social inadaptability. For example, a 
veteran who lost the use of their lower extremities in ser-
vice to their country is compensated not just for the loss in 
their future earnings potential, but also all future hardships 
and costs associated with the disability. 

DIC is intended to protect against survivor impoverish-
ment after the death of a service-disabled veteran. In 
2025, this compensation starts at $1,653.07 per month and 

increases if the surviving spouse has eligible children who 
are under age 18. The DIC program was established in 1993 
and has been minimally adjusted since then. DIC payments 
were intended to provide veterans’ survivors with the 
means to maintain some semblance of economic stability 
after the loss of their loved one. 

The Sharri Briley and Eric Edmundson Veterans Benefits 
Expansion Act would increase the rates of SMC R1, R2, 
and T, which are reserved for the most seriously disabled 
veterans, and increase the DIC amount by one percent 
every year for five years in addition to the yearly cost-of-
living adjustment. This would be the most significant in-
crease in survivors’ benefits and SMC in years, and a major 
step toward addressing the needs of our nation’s seriously 
disabled veterans and their survivors. 

On December 3 at 10:15 am ET, PVA National Treasurer 
Tom Wheaton will testify before the House Veterans’ Af-
fairs Committee in a legislative hearing that includes this 
bill. The hearing will be broadcast live. Also, please visit 
PVAction Force to send a message of support for this bill to 
your Representative.

Bill to Increase SMC and DIC Introduced in the House

PVA Participates in House Quarterly Meeting
PVA recently joined other veterans service organizations (VSOs) in a meeting with Rep. Mike Levin (D-CA). Last 
Congress, Rep. Levin was the ranking member on the House Veterans’ Affairs Committee (HVAC), Subcommittee 
on Economic Opportunity (EO), but he moved to the House Committee on Appropriations where he is a member 
of the Military Construction, Veterans Affairs, and Related Agencies Subcommittee.

While he was a member of HVAC, Rep. Levin set himself apart from other members by holding quarterly check-in 
meetings with VSOs who worked EO issues. Although he is no longer a member of HVAC, he continues to hold 
meetings with VSOs to get a sense of what the veteran community needs from his new assignment.

PVA stressed the need for increased infrastructure funding across the VA, especially for projects related to care for 
veterans with spinal cord injuries and disorders. There was also discussion related to recent articles in The Wash-
ington Post, which have led to a Senate hearing and several roundtables in the House. PVA staff stressed the impor-
tance of maintaining the current veterans’ benefits system and safeguarding hard won benefits. He agreed that VA 
should continue to engage in robust oversight and offered his office as a resource.
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The highly anticipated VA Winter Sports Clinic, held in partnership with the New 
England Healing Sports Association (NEHSA), will return to Mt. Sunapee, New 
Hampshire from January 12–15, 2026. This annual event brings together veterans 

from across the region for 4 days of adaptive skiing, snowboarding, and winter recreation - 
providing opportunities for friendship, wellness, and therapeutic outdoor adventure.

The clinic is designed for veterans of all ability levels, including those with spinal cord 
injuries, amputations, visual impairments, or other disabilities. Expert instructors from 
NEHSA and a dedicated team of volunteers will be on hand to provide individualized 
coaching and support, ensuring a safe, welcoming, and empowering experience for every 
participant.
 
The New England PVA is proud to once again provide financial support for the clinic 
through a charitable donation. We have long been a partner in this event, helping expand 
access to adaptive winter sports for Veterans throughout New England. In addition to 
funding support, Chapter members will be participating once again in this year’s clinic as 
athletes, volunteers, and ambassadors for adaptive sports.

 
Veterans interested in attending the 2026 
Winter Sports Clinic can register directly 
through NEHSA. 

To Register:
Visit NEHSA’s website at NEHSA.org and 
navigate to the VA Winter Sports Clinic 
event page.

Complete the online registration form, 
including required medical and eligibility 
documentation.

NEHSA staff will follow up with partici-
pants to confirm placement and coordinate 
equipment, lodging, and schedule details.

Contact NEHSA 
at 603-763-9158 for additional information.

VA Winter Sports Clinic Returns to Mt. Sunapee: January 12–15, 2026 A Weekend of Skill, Sportsmanship and Community: 
Boccia & Air Rifle Tournament at Brockton VA
By: Mark Murphy, Executive Director

On the weekend of December 6-7, our Chapter proudly partnered 

with PVA National to host an exciting Boccia and Air Rifle Tour-

nament at the Brockton VA Medical Center. The two-day event 

brought together athletes, volunteers, VA staff, and supporters for a spirited 

weekend of adaptive sports and friendly competition.

From the opening match to the final round, athletes displayed remarkable skill, 

focus, and determination. The boccia court saw close matches and impressive 

strategic play, while the air rifle indoor range showcased steady hands, disci-

plined breathing, and strong competitive energy. Whether seasoned competitors 

or first-time participants, every athlete contributed to the electric atmosphere 

that filled the Brockton VA campus.

This event would not have been possible without the incredible support of PVA 

National’s Sports and Recreation team, especially Peter Park, whose leadership, 

expertise, and enthusiasm helped make the tournament a smashing success. We 

are deeply grateful for their collaboration and for the opportunities they con-

tinue to create for athletes across the country. We also extend heartfelt thanks 

to our Chapter volunteers whose hard work - setting up equipment, assisting 

athletes, managing logistics, facilitating wonderful lunches, and cheering on 

competitors - ensured the event ran smoothly from start to finish. Their dedica-

tion reflects the very best of our Chapter community.

Finally, we offer a special thank-you to the Brockton VA staff for their hospital-

ity and partnership throughout the weekend. Their commitment to adaptive 

sports and veteran wellness provides a strong foundation 

for events like this one, and we greatly appreciate their on-

going support. Our annual boccia and air rifle tournament 

is more than a competition - it is a celebration of ability, be-

longing, and the power of adaptive sports to bring veterans 

together. We look forward to hosting even more events in 

the coming year and expanding opportunities for athletes 

across the New England region.

Boccia & Air Rifle
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NEP ADAPTIVE ICE SKATING - Portsmouth, NH

NEP is pleased to continue our partnership with Puddle Dock 
Pond in Portsmouth, NH to offer outdoor adaptive ice 

skating on Wednesday afternoons. Free admission for individuals with 
disabilities and one care provider (if applicable).

Dates: 
Wednesdays from 12:30-2:00 PM 
January 7, January 14, January 21, January 28, 

February 4, February 11, February 18 

There is no fee for these 		
NEP adaptive events.

These events are weather dependent. 
We will keep registered participants 
informed of any changes in scheduled 
events.

Figure and Hockey Skate rentals 
available onsite for $6.00 (up to size 
14). Rental fees will be waived for NEP 
participants. NEP has a limited selec-
tion of sit ice sleds available for shared 
use amongst interested individuals. 
Modified hockey sticks with sharp 
picks on the bottom are used to propel 
yourself around the ice.

Push bars are available for most of 
these sleds so that someone can assist 
with movement and control on the 
ice. If you require a pusher on the ice, 
pushers MUST wear ice skates while 
on the ice. If you anticipate needing 
NEP to provide an on-ice pusher for 
you, please let us know upon registra-
tion. For online registration, this can 
be done in the Equipment Requested 
field.

NEP staff will be available to provide 
moderate assistance with transfers in 
and out of adaptive equipment, and 
on/off the ice. If you anticipate needing 
more than moderate assistance, please 
contact NEP to discuss your needs, or 
bring a companion with you to assist. 
If you have questions about this, please 
contact Northeast Passage.

Join PVA Online Fitness Classes

PVA Members: Become Warrior Strong!

PVA is proud to launch PVA Online Fitness + Wellness, a free 
program powered by Warrior Strong and designed exclusively 

for Veterans facing mobility challenges. This dynamic new program, which is 
inclusive of all levels and abilities, offers expert-led fitness and wellness classes 
that are accessible from the comfort of your home. Whether you’re looking 
to build strength, improve flexibility, reduce stress, or simply increase your 
activity level, this program has something for you.

Beyond physical fitness, our classes support whole-body wellness through 
mindfulness practices, including meditation and breathwork. Benefits 
include improved cardiovascular health, cognitive improvements (including 
better reflexes, memory, and hand-eye coordination), increased strength and 
endurance, improved stress management, and mental health relief.

Check out our class 

schedule using the QR 

and join us on 

your fitness journey.
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PARALYZED VETERANS OF AMERICA – REGIONAL NATIONAL SERVICE OFFICERS

BOSTON VA REGIONAL OFFICE
Joseph E. Badzmierowski
Director of Field Services
J.F.K. Federal Building - Room - 1575 C
BOSTON, MA 02203
phone: (617) 303-1395 
fax: (617) 303-1396

WEST ROXBURY/BROCKTON 
VAMC
Zachary T. Nuetzel
1400 VFW Parkway, Room AG 60
West Roxbury, MA 02132
West Roxbury phone: (202) 416-1075
Serving Massachusetts and Rhode Island

TOGAS, VARO, 1 VA CENTER
Michael Snape, National Service Officer III
Bldg. 248, Room 112
Augusta, ME 04330
phone: (207) 621-7394 
fax: (207) 621-4829
Serving Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont

BRONX SCI
Amauris Polanco, National Service Officer III
Paralyzed Veterans of America
James J. Peters VAMC
130 West Kingsbridge Rd., Room 1D-52A
Bronx, NY 10468
phone: (718) 584-9000 ext. 6272

MANHATTAN
Daisy Lozada, Senior Administrative Assistant
Paralyzed Veterans of America
201 Varick St., Room 4W59.50
New York, NY 10014
phone: (212) 807-3114.			 
Serving New York, New Jersey and Connecticut

SYRACUSE VAMC
Charlie Tocci, East-North Area Manager
800 Irving Ave., Room C419
Syracuse, NY 13210
phone: (315) 425-4400 ext. 53317 
fax: (315) 425-2940
Serving New York & Western MA 

…get to know 

your PVA service 

officer, they can 

help you navigate 

through the 

questions you may 

have on disability 

ratings and 

navigating 

the VA system. 

10

continued on page 1

by Michael Snape
Senior National Service Officer

Service Officers Report

Season’s greetings to all chapter members. Winter is 
upon us, and with it ice and snow. Please exercise 
care when braving the winter elements, and dress 
for the colder environment. 

This month’s article will continue to expand on the op-
tions for appeals of denied claims discussed in last month’s 
article, with the focus on options related to BVA appeals. 
When a supplemental claim or higher-level review (HLR) 
of a claimed issue is denied, veterans have the option of 
continuing the appeal process to the Board of Veteran 
Appeals (BVA). In submitting an appeal to the board 
(BVA), you can choose one of three avenues to submit the 
appeal-Direct Review, Evidence Submission, or Hearing 
with a Veteran Law Judge. 

The Direct Review option does not allow submission of 
any new evidence. A BVA law judge will decide the issue 
(s) based on review of existing evidence. This is normally 
the quickest of the three options in terms of receiving a 
decision. This option should be selected if the evidence of 
record in support of the issue is clear and convincing, or 
if there is an obvious error of applied law during the claim 
process.

The Evidence Submission option allows submission of 
supporting evidence for a brief period after receipt of the 
appeal form at BVA (normally 90 days from that date). This 
option should be selected if the evidence being  submitted 
provides additional information in support of the issue, 
such as a new medical opinion from a doctor, supporting 
peer-reviewed medical journal articles, or lay statements 
from family members or others for example.

The Hearing with a Veteran Law Judge option allows 
the veteran (and sometimes others as well-for example a 
spouse providing aid and attendance to the veteran for 
the issue at hand) to speak directly with a law judge. This 
can be done in person at the VA central office in D.C, via a 
video conference hearing at a VA regional office, or via vir-
tual telehearing. This option may be selected if the veteran 
has supporting information for the claim that they would 
like to provide verbally, and that is normally not of record 
in available evidence but that veteran feels may have an 
impact of the claimed issue (s). This option normally results 
in the longest delays for adjudication of the veteran’s claim 
due to the availability of the judges for hearing, and the 
current backlog of previously requested hearings.

Submission of this type of appeal can be completed on VA 
Form 10182  (current version of form is Feb 2025). Regard-
less of the selected option, there will be a considerable 
period prior to any decision being reached by a VA law 
judge (think multiple years for any response/decision). As 
BVA appeals in many cases can be extraordinarily complex 
and require arguments of application of law, it is highly 
recommended that chapter members consult with their 
local national service officer to seek assistance in filing this 
type of appeal.

Navigating Appeals with Board of Veteran Appeals (BVA)

Access ramps are offered both custom and modular. 

 
Metal Ramp

Gianni is available for your ADA Solutions
Wood Ramp Concrete Ramp

www.starterlineconstruction.com
865@starterline.com

MA License # CS-057801

Construction

DOJ Opens Investigation into Florida Theme Parks for 		
Banning Rollator Walkers

The U.S. Department of Justice announced at the end of November 
that they opened an investigation into United Parks & Resorts Inc. 
after receiving complaints that three theme parks banned rollator 
walkers. The DOJ investigation will determine whether the three 

parks, including SeaWorld Orlando, Busch Gardens Tampa Bay, and Aquatica 
Orlando, violated Title III of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). The 
ADA requires public accommodations to permit individuals with mobility dis-
abilities to use wheelchairs and manually powered mobility aids in any areas 
open to public use. Complaints filed alleged that the parks prohibited rolla-
tor walkers with seats. Furthermore, the complaints allege that the parks offer 
guests the option to rent alternative mobility aids for a surcharge. The DOJ in-
vestigation seeks to determine whether the parks engaged in disability discrimi-
nation in violation of the ADA.

and uplifting. We extend our sincere gratitude to the entire SCI team at White 
River Junction VA for their hospitality and for their unwavering commitment 
to veterans. We look forward to continued collaboration in the year ahead as 
we strengthen services, advocate for improvements, and support the highest 
possible quality of life for every veteran we are so honored to serve.

White River Junction VA
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Survey for Project Focused on Improving the 
Airport Journey of Wheelchair Users

InterVISTAS is currently collaborating with Indiana Uni-
versity – Bloomington (IUB) to collect information on the 
air travel experiences of people with disabilities. Funded 
by the National Academies of Science, Engineering, and 
Medicine, this project strives to identify ways to enhance 
the air travel experiences of individuals using wheelchairs. 
PVA is a member of the panel overseeing this project. 

How to Participate: 
1. Register: Please first complete the screening survey. This 

will only take 5 minutes. 
2. Survey: Once registered, eligible participants (those aged 

18 or older, living with a disability that requires the use 
of a wheelchair, and currently residing in the U.S.) will 
receive a link to the full online survey. 

Your Privacy Matters: 
Participation in the survey is entirely voluntary. All infor-
mation you provide will be kept strictly confidential. 

Have Questions? Please contact the research team at: 

	 Email: travelX@iu.edu 
	 Phone: 812-855-9037 

The survey will close once researchers have reached the 
target number of completed responses. 

Scan the QR to access the survey.

By: Ericka Haddad, Chapter Treasurer and MS Liaison

The holidays are upon us, and you might be thinking 
about cooking a few special dishes. Maybe you’re 
someone who can take on a full meal - turkey or 

prime rib, several sides, and a couple of pies - and if that’s 
you, we love that for you. But for many of us, the idea of 
preparing even a single dish (or just a plate of cookies to 
bring to someone else’s gathering) can feel daunting.

Allow me to introduce my List of P’s: Kitchen Edition - a 
set of simple strategies to help you achieve your culinary 
goals this season, whatever they may be.

Planning
Start by deciding what you want to cook. What recipes will 
you be using? Have you read them all the way through to 
avoid unexpected surprises? Do you have everything you 
need - both tools and ingredients? Can you break the recipe 
into manageable steps?
For example:
	 •	 Can dough be prepped ahead and frozen?
	 •	 Does anything need brining the night before?

Good planning reduces stress, and it’s helpful for every-
one - regardless of ability.

Prioritizing
Be honest about how much time and energy you have. 
What dishes matter most to you? Maybe that second pie 
just isn’t in the cards this year, and that’s perfectly okay. 
Choosing what truly deserves your energy can make the 
entire process more enjoyable.

Positioning
I recently bought a foldable bar stool with a back, which 
allows me to sit comfortably at the counter while prepping 
or at the stove while tending dishes that need constant 
stirring. This simple tool has been a game-changer for me. 
Find ways to position yourself for success - literally. Sit 
at the dining table for chopping or mixing if that’s easier. 
There are no rules that say prep must be done standing at 
the counter.

Prepping
This is where you get everything ready: chopping onions, 
softening a stick of butter on the counter, measuring ingre-
dients, and so on. (If you already thought about this during 
the planning stage - gold star!)

If this is the step that usually derails you, consider help:
Do you have a partner or child who can set things up 		
for you? My husband often does all the prep when he sees 
I’m cooking, so all I have to do is assemble the dish. It’s an 
incredible gift.
	 •	 Don’t overlook pre-chopped produce at the grocery 	

	 store. Someone else already cleaned and chopped 		
	 those mushrooms!

	 •	 And if your recipe calls for cooked chicken, do you 	
	 really need to roast one - or could a rotisserie chicken 	
	 do the trick?

Work smarter, not harder.

Pacing
Finally, work at a steady, manageable pace. Don’t push 
yourself so hard that you’re exhausted before you even sit 
down to eat. You worked hard to make your food - make 
sure you have the energy left to enjoy it with the people you 
love.

Use these P’s to reclaim some agency 

and joy in your kitchen this holiday 

season. I can’t wait to hear about your 

culinary adventures. 

       Happy Holidays!

Cooking for the Holidays with a DisabilityHouse Holds Oversight Hearing 	
Focused on VA’s MDEO

On November 20, the House Veterans’ Affairs Com-
mittee, Subcommittee on Disability Assistance and 
Memorial Affairs held an oversight hearing titled, 

“Improving Outcomes for Disabled Veterans: Oversight of VA’s 
Medical Disability Examination Office (MDEO).” The hearing 
was a single panel comprised of the Government Accountabil-
ity Office (GAO) and the VA’s Executive Director of MDEO. 
PVA submitted a statement for the record.

The Veterans Benefits Administration houses MDEO, which 
is tasked with overseeing contract examiners who provide 
compensation and pension (C&P) examinations. In 2024, GAO 
made several recommendations to improve the oversight 
mechanism within MDEO. PVA highlighted that report in a pre-
vious hearing focused on C&P exams that had accessibility bar-
riers at facilities leased by contractors providing examinations. 
An additional report was released earlier this year focused 
on oversight, quality control issues, preventing errors during 
exams, and correcting errors while improving accountability.

Over the past few years, GAO has reported breakdowns in 
procedures for correcting frequent or complex issues with 
contracted exams, incorrect financial incentive payments made 
to contractors, and gaps in feedback from examiners; all of 
which was highlighted in GAO’s written testimony to the com-
mittee.

Subcommittee members pressed VA and GAO representa-
tives for answers to what were seemingly simple questions, 
such as overall spending on contracts for C&P exams, error 
rates, improvements that MDEO plans to implement, and how 
MDEO plans to improve their oversight obligation. However, 
VA provided very few answers to the subcommittee, often 
stating they would have to take a question for the record and 
follow up later. Subcommittee Chairman Morgan Luttrell (R-
TX) closed the hearing out by informing VA that they would be 
invited back soon and expressing his hope that they would have 
more appropriate answers at the next hearing.
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PVA Policy Priorities 
With a new Congress and a new Administration in 
Washington, D.C., PVA’s priorities for 2025 are focused 
on ensuring access to the care and benefits PVA members 
have earned and the civil rights protections they deserve. 
We look forward to working with our champions to move 
these priorities forward throughout the year. 

PVA priorities for 2025 are as follows:  
	 •	 Protect VA’s Specialized Health Care Services 

	 •	 Increase Access to Long-Term Services and 	

		  Supports for Veterans with SCI/D

	 •	 Improve Veterans’ Financial Security

	 •	 Enhance Access to Health Care Services for 	

	 Veterans with SCI/D

	 •	 Defend the Freedoms of Veterans with 		

	 Disabilities  

VA Officials Warn of 	 	
New Scam Targeting Veterans

VA recently sounded the alarm about a new scam 
targeting veterans, surviving spouses, and family 

members who receive VA benefits. The scammers pretend 
to be VA representatives collecting an overpayment of VA 
benefits. They are using official looking letters, emails, and 
texts that often include fake VA logos and letterhead, making 
it extremely difficult to distinguish from genuine VA commu-
nications. If you receive a letter or any communication about 
a VA benefits overpayment, log into your official VA.gov ac-
count immediately to verify if you truly owe money. 

If you find you do owe money, VA’s Debt Management Center 
offers many repayment op-
tions. Also, be aware that 
VA will not call you about 
potential overpayments unless 
you initiated the inquiry first. 
You can learn more about 
the scam and ways to protect 
yourself here.
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