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Michael E. DeBakey Veterans Affairs Medical Center

Houston VA Significantly Expands
Visual Impairment Services

“Hello! Thank you for calling the VA
Network Telecare Center in Houston.

How may we assist you?”

HOUSTON - The first voice a veteran
hears when he or she calls the Michael
E. DeBakey VA Medical Center
(MEDVAMC) is often that of  a Telecare
employee.  Now six years old, the
Telecare Center is committed to
providing exceptional medical and health
care advice to veterans on the telephone.

Seven days a week, 24 hours a day,
registered nurses with specialized training
are ready to answer health care questions,
provide medical and emotional support
plus symptom analysis, instruct on first
aid procedures, perform consultations,
help with stress and anxiety, explain
laboratory and test results, and educate
patients about specific diseases. Program
support clerks in the Telecare Center
assist with general information,
scheduling and checking appointments,
and transferring calls to specialists. In
addition, a Telecare pharmacist helps
with medication concerns during busy
peak periods.

As part of  MEDVAMC’s on-going
efforts to provide veterans with timely
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Houston VA
Gets Extra $12.3
Million for Health
Care Projects
HOUSTON – Approximately
$12.3 million has been approved
by the Department of Veterans
Affairs’ South Central VA Health
Care Network for health care
improvements at the Michael E.
DeBakey VA Medical Center
(MEDVAMC). The MEDVAMC
was notified in March 2008 about
this supplement to its current
budget of about $542 million.
These additional funds will be
used to expand specialty care at
its outpatient clinics in
Beaumont, Conroe, and Lufkin;
add 20 inpatient beds to its
Mental Health Care Line; boost
dental services; increase space
for radiotherapy technology; and
support several smaller projects.

“We will use these resources
to fund important projects that
will significantly increase access

(continued on page 2)

HOUSTON - Eye trauma, from sight
impairment to blindness, accounts for
more than 15 percent of all serious
wounds suffered by U.S. troops in Iraq
and Afghanistan, according to Army
statistics. In addition, the Department of
Veterans Affairs estimates there are more
than one million visually impaired
veterans over the age of 45 in the United
States, with that number likely to grow
as the age of  the average veteran rises.

In anticipation of this increased
demand for visual impairment services,
the Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical
Center (MEDVAMC) continues to
expand its rehabilitation programs for
low vision and blind veterans. The
MEDVAMC recently converted its
former Education building (Bldg. 120,
just inside the Old Spanish Trail gate) to
a new, 2,900 square foot home for the
Visual Impairment Service Team, the
Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialist
program, and new Visual Impairment
Services Outpatient Rehabilitation
(VISOR) program.

The new VISOR program is an
intermediate nine-day rehabilitation
program offering skills training,
orientation and mobility, and low vision

New, 2,900-square-foot facility opens for low vision and blind veterans.
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U.S. Army veterans Arnett Wilson (right) and Charles Davis leave the new, 2,900-square-foot
facility housing the Visual Impairment Service Team, the Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Spe-
cialist program, and new Visual Impairment Services Outpatient Rehabilitation program at the
Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center.

therapy. The course includes maximizing
remaining vision through the use of
alternative scanning or viewing
techniques, problem solving and
organization of work, traveling through
different environments, practicing life
skills such as doing laundry or changing
light bulbs, and operating a computer
to search the Internet and send, receive,
and read e-mail. Veterans are also assisted
in making an emotional and behavioral
adjustment to blindness through
individual counseling sessions and group
therapy meetings.

“The VISOR program gives our
veterans the perfect opportunity to adapt
to constantly evolving prosthetics and
adaptive equipment,” said Bill Johnson,
VISOR director.

This advanced outpatient program
is staffed with four low vision
rehabilitation therapists and a low vision
optometrist with specialized knowledge
in assisting visually impaired veterans
adjust to their vision loss effectively and
maximize their use of whatever
remaining vision they may have. The
program is designed for visually
impaired individuals who may benefit
from a comprehensive rehabilitation

training experience, but wish to do so
closer to their home environment.

The VISOR program builds on the
MEDVAMC’s 2005 addition of  a blind
rehabilitation outpatient specialist who
makes home visits to teach orientation
and mobility, living skills, and computer

skills. Veterans are also introduced to
several new, state-of-the-art devices to
assist with reading prescription labels,
shopping, preparing meals, and even
choosing matching clothes.

(continued on page 3)

Help is Just a Phone Call Away
health care information, a call to the
Telecare Center might help a veteran
avoid a long emergency room wait or
eliminate an unnecessary clinic
appointment. However, the Telecare
Center is not for life-threatening
emergencies. If  you have a life-
threatening emergency, immediately call
911.

The VA Network Telecare Center
was awarded Health Call Center
Accreditation from URAC, a
Washington, D.C.-based health care
accrediting organization that establishes
quality standards for the health care
industry. All telephone calls are answered
by a staff of professionals who are
experienced in telephone assessment of
medical situations and crisis intervention.
To help veterans who call, nurses use
their training and experience as well as
many other readily available
computerized resources.

Last year, the Telecare Center
received more than 541,000 calls; a large
percentage falling into the mental health
category. The MEDVAMC has
developed and expanded several

(continued on page 3)
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HOUSTON - The Michael E.
DeBakey VA Medical Center recently
completed our triennial, unannounced
survey by The Joint Commission. We
were fully re-accredited for our hospital,
long term care, behavioral health care,
and home care programs.

The Joint Commission evaluates
and accredits more than 15,000 health
care organizations and programs in the
U.S. An independent, not-for-profit
organization, The Joint Commission is
the nation’s predominant standards-
setting and accrediting body in health
care. Since 1951, The Joint Commission
has maintained state-of-the-art standards
that focus on improving the quality and
safety of care provided by health care
organizations. The Joint Commission’s
comprehensive process evaluates an
organization’s compliance with these
standards and other accreditation or
certification requirements.

Joint Commission accreditation and
certification is recognized nationwide as
a symbol of quality that reflects an
organization’s commitment to meeting
certain performance standards. To earn
and maintain The Joint Commission’s
Gold Seal of Approval™, an
organization must undergo an on-site
survey by a Joint Commission survey
team at least every three years.

Two observations made by survey
team members not in the formal report,
but that I believe are significant, are in
the areas of patient safety and
organizational culture.

From the life safety code engineer
to the physician team member, all of
the surveyors recognized the “culture of
safety” that exists within the DeBakey
VA Medical Center. In every area, from
the operating room to the handling of

Edgar L. Tucker, Medical Center Director

High Quality,
Safe Health Care
for Our Veterans

A Word from the Director . . .

hazardous materials to helping veterans
in their homes, the surveyors witnessed
staff committed to patient safety in every
facet of their work. This is a wonderful
compliment in a time when improving
patient safety is the top goal of The
Joint Commission, as well as the VA.

At the closing interview for
leadership, the survey leader noted team
members had observed throughout the
week that our mission, vision, values, and
key drivers were more than just words
on a piece of paper, they were
remarkably visible in the daily actions
of  our staff  as they served veterans.

The team saw an organization of
professionals focused on patients’
needs, committed to quality and
safety, involved in our community
through research and education, and
invested in our employees’ growth and
development.

We are not a perfect organization.
The Joint Commission identified a few
areas where we can improve and those
efforts have already begun. The
surveyors noted that with our strengths
in patient safety and organizational
culture, they are confident we will make
these improvements without difficulty
as we continue to provide high quality,
safe health care to our veterans.
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“This video game system is a very useful tool for the VA rehab department,” said U.S. Army
veteran Robert Engelbrecht, who was wounded in Iraq by an improved explosive device. “For me,
it makes me work my back muscles and improve standing and balancing on my prosthesis.”
Above, Engelbrecht (left) plays baseball with fellow U.S. Army veteran Floyd Swanson while
Physical Therapist Angelica Rivera assists.

Houston VA Incorporates
Innovative Use of  Video
Game into Patient Rehab
HOUSTON - The Michael E.
DeBakey VA Medical Center
(MEDVAMC) has incorporated a
popular video game system, the
Nintendo® Wii™, into its traditional
physical rehabilitation program. This new
tactic helps in masking the often painful
and tedious rehabilitation process and
increases a patient’s motivation and
enthusiasm to continue therapy.  

The Wii™ is a popular video
game used by kids and adults of all ages
to play a variety of  sporting events. The
most distinguishing feature of the system
is its wireless controller, the Wii™
Remote, which can be used as a handheld
pointing device and can detect
movements in three dimensions. This
design allows players to control the game
using physical gestures in addition to the
standard button presses. During a game,

the remote control becomes a baseball
bat, a golf  club, and even boxing gloves. 

The primary goal of physical
medicine and rehabilitation at the
MEDVAMC is to help patients regain
physical, psychological, and social
functioning. This includes recovering
skills as well as learning new strategies to
accomplish everyday tasks. Rehabilitation
Care Line staff work with each patient
and his or her family to develop
individual treatment programs that will
maximize each patient’s potential and
enable the veteran to achieve the highest
level of independence possible. The
Wii™ video game is another tool for
health care providers to use for patient
treatment and recovery.

The Wii™ system is distinct among
video games because it deviates from the
typical system where you sit, press buttons, and look at the screen. With this

technology, patients play by moving
multiple body parts and muscles. Repeti-
tion builds strength and endurance and
improves concentration and coordi-
nation. 

“The video game makes rehabili-
tation more effective, motivating, and
fun for patients,” said Stacy Flynn, P.T.,
MEDVAMC physical therapist.
“Patients actually forget they are in
rehabilitation.” 

Patients of all ages, who enjoyed
bowling, golfing, pool, or boxing before
their injury, are excited about the
opportunity to play again.  They also are
able to share the experience with fellow
veterans, promoting camaraderie and
friendly competition. The video game
has proven useful for patients with a
variety of functional limitations, such as
persons with amputations who need to
improve strength and balance skills in
their remaining limbs.

“This video game system is a very

useful tool for the VA rehab
department,” said U.S. Army veteran
Robert Engelbrecht, who was wounded
in Iraq by an improved explosive device.
“For me, it makes me work my back
muscles and improve standing and
balancing on my prosthesis.”

“Patients have responded positively
to this new system because it’s exciting;
they are moving, exercising, and engaging
in the game,” said Flynn. “They
inevitably want to do better on the
games. In-turn, they work harder and
harder to improve their physical bodies.
Patients using the game are more excited
to continue therapy.” 

The Nintendo® Wii™ video game
system was recently donated to the
MEDVAMC. The rehabilitation staff
plan to add skateboarding and
snowboarding games to the system in
the future; both sports are ideal for
improving balancing and coordination. 
Ronnisha Bowman, MEDVAMC Program
Support Clerk and Administrative Intern

(continued from page 1)

to health care and improve medical
services for veterans in southeast Texas,”
said Edgar L. Tucker, M.P.H.,
F.A.C.H.E., MEDVAMC director.

To expand outpatient care, a
physician assistant cross-trained in
otolar yngology, urology, and
orthopedics will be hired for each of
the VA outpatient clinics in Beaumont,
Conroe, and Lufkin.

Added ear, nose, and throat services
will include screening consults and
cerumen removal, while urology care
will concentrate on screening and medical
management of Benign Prostate
Hyperplasia (enlargement of the prostate
gland).

To provide consults and hearing-aid
repairs, a part-time audiologist and part-
time audiology health technician will be
hired for the VA outpatient clinics in
Beaumont and Conroe. An audiology
program will be established at the
Charles Wilson VA Outpatient Clinic in
Lufkin when it moves to its new location
in early 2009.

In the Mental Health Care Line, a
new, inpatient unit with 10 beds will be
established to focus on the anticipated
needs of  our nation’s newest veterans,
the troops who have served in Operation
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan
(OEF) and Operation Iraqi Freedom in
Iraq (OIF).

The MEDVAMC will also add a
mental health unit with 10 beds especially
for women veterans. By 2010, women
veterans will make up more than 14
percent of the total veteran population.
This new inpatient unit will respond to the
unique mental health needs of  this group.

To improve dental services for
veterans, the MEDVAMC will hire nine
dental assistants, a dentist, a hygienist, a
laboratory technician, and two operatory
assistants. Currently, an average of  200
new, eligible veterans apply for dental
care each month.

Other projects supported by this
budget supplement include improve-
ments to delivery of  oncology care,
additional equipment for spinal cord
injury and polytrauma rehabilitation, and
funding for beneficiary travel.   

Extra $12.3 Million



Nurse Hotline Open 24 Hours a Day
(continued from page 1)

programs to provide mental health crisis
response, screening, counseling, and early
treatment to meet the needs of our
nation’s newest veterans — the men and
women who have served in Operation
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan
(OEF) and Operation Iraqi Freedom in
Iraq (OIF).

Combat veterans are at higher risk
for psychiatric problems than military
personnel serving in noncombat
locations, and more frequent and more
intense combat is associated with higher
risk. Many of the challenges facing these
service members are stressors that have
been identified and studied in veterans
of  previous wars. In response, VA has
developed world class expertise in
treating mental health problems and
responding to crisis situations.

Professionals at the VA Network
Telecare Center are ready to address a
variety of mental health concerns such
as post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety,
depression, homelessness, and thoughts
of suicide.

Depending on the situation, Telecare
staff may direct a veteran to visit the
Psychiatric Evaluation and Admissions
Clinic (PEAC) clinic or the Health Care
for Homeless Veterans Program on a
walk-in basis, or coordinate a mental
health clinic appointment for him or her.
Appointments are never scheduled
more than 14 days away.

For veterans dealing with a mental
health crisis, Telecare nurses provide
emergency counseling assistance, and
may call an ambulance to the patient’s
home or ask the local police to conduct
a welfare check.

As the situation warrants, a patient
may be transported to the MEDVAMC
or a local emergency room. The Telecare
staff  then coordinates the veteran’s care
with specialists in the MEDVAMC
Mental Health Care Line.

Partnering with other VA health care
facilities in the South Central VA Health
Care Network, the Telecare Center in
Houston also provides after-hours
services for veterans across the Gulf
Coast Region. In fact, a sophisticated
computer system allows Telecare staff
to triage veterans calling from anywhere

in the world. All a veteran needs is his or
her name, Social Security Number, and
the VA medical center he or she usually
visits. This means that veterans from
southeast Texas have immediate access
to health care advice and support no
matter where they are in the country, 24
hours a day, seven days a week.

Remember, help is just a telephone
call away. Call the VA Network Telecare
Center at (713) 794-8985, (713) 791-
1414 ext. 2458, or toll-free 1 (800) 639-
5137.  Ayalanda R. Williams, R.N.,
M.H.A., Telecare Staff  Nurse

Telecare Staff  Nurse Beatrees Johny Pathiyil, R.N., C.C.R.N. (right) consults with Telecare
Nurse Manager Tammy Welcome, R.N., M.S., C.N.A.-B.C. about a veteran’s call for assistance.
Seven days a week, 24 hours a day, registered nurses with specialized training are ready to answer
health care questions.
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(continued from page 1)

“Most visually impaired veterans
have progressive vision loss. The three
most common causes of blindness are
age-related macular degeneration,
glaucoma, and diabetic retinopathy. That
comprises about 80 percent of all vision
impaired patients,” said Silvia Orengo-
Nania, M.D., MEDVAMC Eye Care
Line executive. “We want to provide
services at the earliest point of  vision
loss to maximize a veteran’s quality of
life, reduce dependence on family,
friends, and community, and resolve
patient safety issues such as falls, burns,
and medication errors. These are the
kinds of things that can be mitigated
through appropriate early intervention
with vision rehab.”

To accommodate special needs
patients visiting the new Visual
Impairment Services Center, MetroLift
has added a new stop near Bldg. 120.
Low vision and blind veterans, who are
in the main hospital building and need
to go to the facility, are asked to stop by
the new waiting area located at the
hospital’s Nursing Home Entrance. A
volunteer blind veteran, who is a trained
member of  the Blinded Veterans
Association, will then escort the patient
between buildings. 

New, Modern Visual Impairment
Services Center Opens at Houston VA

Veteran Matthew Dihms is met by Visual Impairment Service Team Coordinator Karen Petty
at the new Visual Impairment Services Center. The MEDVAMC recently converted its former
Education building (Bldg. 120, just inside the Old Spanish Trail gate) to a new, 2,900 square
foot home for the Visual Impairment Service Team, the Blind Rehabilitation Outpatient Specialist
program, and new Visual Impairment Services Outpatient Rehabilitation program.
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New Benefits
Handbook
Updates for
Veterans and
Dependents
WASHINGTON, D.C. — A new
edition of the popular handbook
Federal Benefits for Veterans
and Dependents by the VA
updates the rates for certain
federal payments and outlines
a variety of programs and
benefits for American veterans.

Most of the nation’s 24
million veterans qualify for some
VA benefits, which range from
health care to burial in a national
cemetery.

In addition to describing
benefits provided by VA, the
2008 edition of the 153-page
booklet provides an overview of
programs and services for
veterans provided by other
federal agencies.

Federal Benefits for
Veterans and Dependents
includes resources to help
veterans access their benefits,
with a listing of toll-free phone
numbers, Internet addresses,
and a directory of VA facilities
throughout the country.

The handbook can be
downloaded free from VA’s Web
site at http://www.va.gov/OPA/
vadocs/current_benefits.asp.

In addition to health-care
and burial benefits, veterans
may be eligible for programs
providing home loan guaranties,
educational assistance, training
and vocational rehabilitation,
income assistance pensions,
life insurance, and compensation
for service-connected illnesses
or disabilities. In some cases,
survivors of veterans may also
be entitled to benefits.

The handbook describes
programs for veterans with
specific service experiences,
such as prisoners of war or
those concerned about environ-
mental exposures in Vietnam or
in the Gulf War, as well as
special benefits for veterans
with severe disabilities. 

SUICIDE
PREVENTION

NNNNNAAAAATIONTIONTIONTIONTIONALALALALAL

LIFELINELIFELINELIFELINELIFELINELIFELINETMTMTMTMTM

1-800-273-TALK
(1-800-273-8255)
www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
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With 5,521 Hours, He’s a ‘Driven’ Volunteer for Veterans
HOUSTON - Roy Fikes begins his
volunteer day with a 2:30 a.m. wake up.
He gets ready, completes his paperwork,
picks up his riders, and is on his way to
Houston. Fikes plays a key role in
making sure fellow veterans receive
health care.

He is a volunteer; driving veterans
from Bay City, Tx. for their
appointments at Michael E. DeBakey VA
Medical Center (MEDVAMC).

At the MEDVAMC, Fikes waits
patiently for all passengers to finish their
appointments before loading up to head
home. No one is ever left behind, even
if their appointments run late. He drives
180 miles round trip, at least three days
a week.

Over the last four years, Fikes has
volunteered 5,521 hours for the
MEDVAMC’s Veterans Transportation
Network.

Described by fellow veterans as easy
going and always with a smile on his face,
Fikes, 68, says he simply likes to help
people, and realizes that he himself may
someday need help.

At times he faces challenges, such as

getting caught in Hurricane Rita
evacuation traffic because a patient
needed dialysis, or having to stay late
because a veteran needed an
unscheduled procedure, or driving a
patient on Christmas day for life-saving
dialysis.

Sometimes, he does not get home
to his wife of 50 years until late in the
evening, but she understands her
husband is on a mission.

“It feels good to do what I do,” said
Fikes. “I know people need my help and
I’m glad to give it.”

Bryan Dyck, Voluntary Service
Program manager at the DeBakey VA
Medical Center, says Fikes is “one of
those extraordinary volunteers, who’s
willing to do whatever it takes. I wish
we had ten more just like him.”

For these reasons and for his
dedication to fellow veterans, Fikes was
chosen as the MEDVAMC Volunteer of
the Year for 2007.

To learn more about becoming a
MEDVAMC volunteer, contact
Voluntary Services at (713) 794-7135 or
vhahouvolunteer@va.gov. 
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Volunteer Roy Fikes gives much-appreciated rides to veterans needing transportation to and from
health care appointments at the Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center. To learn more about
becoming a MEDVAMC volunteer, contact Voluntary Services at vhahouvolunteer@va.gov or
(713) 794-7135.

HOUSTON - Did you know that
eating fish can help you keep a healthy
heart? It’s true. The American Heart
Association’s Dietary Guidelines for
2005 recommends eating fish twice a
week. This is because some fish, like
salmon, tuna, trout, and herring, have
healthy fats that can help prevent heart
disease.

The healthy fats found in some fish
help protect the heart by decreasing low-
density lipoprotein (LDL), the “bad”
cholesterol. These healthy fats, known
as polyunsaturated fats, are also found
in soybean oil, corn oil, olive oil,
safflower oil, canola oil, walnuts, and
flaxseed.

Another type of fat good for your
heart is monounsaturated fat. This type
of fat not only helps lower LDL
cholesterol, but also increases high-
density lipo-protein (HDL), the “good”
cholesterol (HDL). Monounsaturated fat
can be found in canola oil, olive oil,
peanut oil, sunflower oil, avocados,
peanut butter, and nuts.

Making sure most of your fats come
from good fats like monounsaturated
fats and polyunsaturated fats will help
you control your cholesterol and keep a
healthy heart.

Two servings of  fish each week is a
great healthy start. Next, add a couple
of avocado slices to your salad at lunch
and mix a few almonds with high fiber
cereal or granola for a tasty trail mix.

Now that you have the facts on the
good fats, it is important to be aware
of  the bad fats. Eating a diet high in
saturated fats and trans fats increases the
risk for heart disease. Saturated fat is
found in animal products such as meats,
poultry, whole milk, and butter. Other
sources of saturated fats are coconut oil,
palm kernel oil, and palm oil.

Trans fats are formed when liquid
oils are made into solid fats. Known as
“partially hydrogenated oils,” they are
found in cakes, cookies, crackers, pies,
margarine, and fried foods.

Here are some more tips to decrease
bad cholesterol and increase good
cholesterol:

 Try grilling, baking, or broiling
instead of  frying.

 Choose lean cuts of meat and skim
milk instead of whole.

 Eat more fruits, vegetables, whole-
grain, and high-fiber foods.

 Try fat-free or low-fat dairy foods.

 Know how much fat you eat every
day. Your total fat intake should be
between 20 and 35 percent of your total
calories, while saturated fat should be
less than seven percent and trans fat less
than one percent.

 Look for “no trans fat” or “zero
trans fat” on nutrition labels.

 If the ingredients list includes
“partially hydrogenated oil,” skip it.

 Drink plenty of  water. Water does
far more than satisfy your thirst. Actually,
thirst is more like a signal that your body
needs more fluid to perform its many
functions..

 Aim for 30 minutes of physical
activity every day. Take the stairs instead
of the elevator and park at the far end
of the parking lot. But, remember to
talk to your doctor before starting any
planned exercise.

Finally, try this tasty recipe from the
American Heart Association at
www.americanheart.or g.  For more
information, talk to your primary care
provider or a registered dietitan at the
Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center
Nutrition Clinic at (713) 791-1414, ext.
4295 or ext. 6166.  Andrea Parada, 2008
MEDVAMC Dietetic Intern

The Facts on Fats for a Healthy Heart
Poached

Salmon
with Spinach

Serves 4
Ingredients:

1 pound salmon fillets
2 cups water
2 green onions, sliced
1 bay leaf
1/2 of a 10-ounce package
     frozen, no-salt-added
     chopped spinach
1/8 teaspoon ground nutmeg
1/4 cup shredded part-skim mozzarella cheese
Freshly ground black pepper
Lemon slices (optional)

Directions:
Cut salmon into 4 pieces, rinse, and pat dry. Set aside. In a large
skillet, combine water, wine, green onions, and bay leaf. Over
high heat, bring just to a boil. Carefully add salmon and return to
a boil. Reduce heat, cover, and simmer 8 to 10 minutes (or until
fish flakes easily with a fork).

Remove fish and pat it dry with paper towels. Cut each salmon
steak in half, removing as much of the bone, cartilage, and skin
as possible.

Meanwhile, cook spinach according to package directions. Drain
well, squeezing out most moisture. Stir in nutmeg.

Preheat broiler. Place fish on a broiler-proof serving platter or on
the rack of an unheated broiler pan. Top with spinach mixture,
sprinkle with cheese, and season with pepper. Broil 4 inches from
the heat for 1 to 2 minutes (or until cheese melts). Garnish with
lemon slices, if desired.

(Calories: 190 kcal; Protein: 27g; Carbohydrates: 2g; Total fat:
8g; Saturated fat: 2g; Polyunsaturated fat: 2g; Monounsaturated
fat:: 3g; Cholesterol: 47g; Sodium: 110mg.)
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HOUSTON – Certified Nursing
Assistant and U.S. Army veteran Charles
Dougherty made a simple suggestion
that turned into a major improvement
in patient safety at the Michael E.
DeBakey VA Medical Center
(MEDVAMC).

CleanCide Wipes™, a type of pre-
moistened towelettes, are usually used
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Certified Nursing Assistant and U.S. Army veteran Charles Dougherty witnessed patients,
family members, and staff  misuing cleaning wipes meant for hard surfaces. Concerned, he reported
what he saw to the Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) Prevention Team. As a
result, the company that manufactures the product quickly redesigned the label to improve safety.

to disinfect and clean surfaces such as
tables, beds, and wheelchairs in health
care settings.

The wipes kill disease-causing
bacteria such as Methicillin-resistant
Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA),
vancomycin-resistant enterococcus, and
salmonella plus viruses like Herpes,
hepatitis B, inf luenza, and human

VA Employee’s Attention
to Detail Brings Big
Change in Patient Safety
immunodeficiency virus (HIV).

The towelettes resemble baby wipes
in size and are also packaged in a white
tub-like container. They are located in a
bracket on the wall near the door in all
patient rooms at the MEDVAMC.

While the wipes have a pleasing
citrus scent, users are advised to avoid
contact with eyes and skin, and to use
eye protection and gloves when handling.

Even though the tubs contained an
appropriate warning label, Dougherty
observed several family members using
the wipes on their hands and faces when
leaving patients’ rooms. Nursing staff
advised visitors the wipes were only to
be used to clean surfaces, and to use
soap and water or the readily available
antimicrobial foam for their hands and
face.

As the MRSA champion for
Nursing Unit 2A, Dougherty reported
what he saw at the weekly meeting of
the MRSA Prevention Team. He
suggested the company redesign the label
to clarify the wipes should not be used
on skin.  MRSA Prevention Coordinator
Patricia A. Byers, R.M., M. (A.S.C.P.),

C.I.C., contacted the company and
reported the observations and
suggestions.

The company agreed. Increased
awareness of the proper use of their
product and the safety of all who come
in contact with it was of utmost
importance to them. They quickly
evaluated the suggestion and redesigned
the label with more prominent and
distinctive markings, easy to understand
in both English and Spanish.

As a follow-up to Dougherty’s
suggestion, the MEDVAMC placed
signs to alert patients, visitors, and staff
about the proper use of the
CleanCide™ disinfectant wipes, to keep
the cap closed, and to not use on eyes
and skin.

“The Michael E. DeBakey VA
Medical Center is proud to have
employees like Mr. Dougherty who
continuously strive to improve patient
safety and provide the best care possible
to our veterans,” said Medical Center
Director Edgar L. Tucker, B.A., M.P.H.,
F.A.C.H.E.   Fran Burke, Public Affairs
Specialist

HOUSTON - Stroke is the number
one cause of  adult disability in the U.S.,
and the third leading cause of death.
More than 700,000 people experience a
new or recurrent stroke each year. Every
45 seconds an American has a stroke;
every three minutes someone dies of a
stroke in this country; and 15-30 percent
of  stroke survivors have serious long-
term disability.

In response to this serious health
issue, the Michael E. DeBakey VA
Medical Center (MEDVAMC)
established a Stroke Center in 2005 to
ensure veterans receive timely evaluation
with diagnostic procedures and
appropriate guidelines established by the
Stroke Council of the American Heart
Assocation.

MEDVAMC reminds veterans that
they can reduce the injury associated with
stroke by getting to a hospital fast.
Treatments are available to limit the
damage of a stroke, but therapy must
be started within the first hours after the
onset of  symptoms. The sooner you seek
treatment, the better.

One treatment option is a medication
called tissue plasminogen activator (tPA).
This medication is a “clot- busting” drug
shown to be helpful in treating ischemic

VA Reminds with Stroke, Every Minute Counts
strokes caused by blood clots, but it
must be given within the first three hours
after the start of  symptoms. This is why
it is very important for people who think
they are having a stroke to seek help
immediately.

While tPA can significantly reduce the
effects of  stroke and reduce permanent
disability, there is a significant risk of
bleeding.  Before tPA is given to a patient,
the Acute Stroke Team completes a
thorough evaluation and diagnostic
workup to make sure a patient meets all
the criteria for tPA. This process takes
time, but it is vital to avoid serious
complications. For patients who cannot
receive tPA, the Acute Stroke Team will
examine the appropriateness of several
alternative stroke therapies under
investigation at the MEDVAMC. The
important thing for veterans to
remember is the earlier they arrive at the
Emergency Room the better.

Everyone should have a plan for
what they would do in the event of a
stroke, and the first step is to recognize
the symptoms. The second step is to call
911 if you experience one or more stroke
symptoms:

A stroke is an injury to the brain
caused when a blood vessel that feeds
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Staff  nurse Thelma B. Johnson-Leathers, R.N. checks on stroke patient Otis House. All veterans
should know the warning signs of  stroke and if  they experience even one symptom of  stroke, they
should call 911 or go to the Emergency Room immediately.

Give Me 5 for Stroke:

the brain is either closed off by a clot
(cutting off the blood supply to part of
the brain) or bursts (with bleeding into
or around the brain).

Stroke damage in the brain can affect
the entire body, resulting in mild to severe
disabilities. These include paralysis,
problems with thinking, problems with
speaking, and emotional problems.

Although anyone can have a stroke,
it is more common in people over the
age of 55 and in those who smoke, have
high blood pressure, diabetes, or
increased cholesterol.

The good news is you can take steps
to reduce your risk, but you need to be
able to recognize a stroke and have a
plan for what you will do. The best way

Walk - Is your balance off?
Talk - Is your speech slurred or face droopy?
Reach - Is one side weak or numb?
See - Is your vision all or partly lost?
Feel - Is your headache severe?

is to make a ‘Plan for Prevention’ with
your MEDVAMC Prime Care Provider.
Your plan should include regular check-
ups, a plan to quit smoking if you
smoke, regular exercise, and a well-
balanced diet.

Remember, time is life. If you
believe you are having a stroke, do not
wait for symptoms to worsen. The
longer the blood flow is cut off to the
brain, the greater the damage. Get
medical help immediately - it may make
the difference in avoiding a lifelong
disability.  Ann Nichols, MSN, RN, C-
PAC Coordinator, Tami Bryan MSN,RN,
CNL, C-PAC Data Manager, and Jane
Anderson, APRN-BC, Nurse Practioner,
Neurology Care LineSource:  American Heart Association
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Support Group Listing

Vet to Vet Support Group
Meets every Wednesday, 6-7 p.m.
and every Thursday, 9-10 a.m. &
11 a.m. - noon. No facilitator
involved. POC: Dr. Sara Allison,
(713) 791-1414, ext. 6729

MS Self-Help Group
Meets 2nd Wednesday every
month, 2 - 3:30 p.m., SCI Dayroom
(NU) 1B. Facilitators:  Lisa Whipple,
(713) 794-7951 & Fe Runtanilla,
(713) 791-1414, ext. 4559

Parkinson’s Disease Education/
Support Group
Contact facilitators for information:
Naomi Nelson, (713) 794-8938 &
Lisa Whipple, (713) 794-7951

Cancer Support Group
Meets 2nd Tuesday every month,
2-3 p.m., Cancer Center Family
Room, Room 4C-365. Facilitators:
Maria Lozano-Vasquez, (713) 791-
1414, ext. 5273 & Chaplain Douglas
Ensminger,  (713) 794-7200

Better Breather’s Club
Meets last Wednesday every
month, 1:30 p.m., Room 3C-371,
Home Oxygen Clinic. Facilitator:
Paula Denman, (713) 794-8979

Pain Relaxation Training Group
Meets every Wednesday, 1 p.m.,
Room 5C-215. Facilitator: Gabriel
Tan, (713) 794-8794

Hepatitis C Support Group
Meets 1st Friday every month, 1:30
p.m., Primecare Clinic 5, Room 1A-
442. Facilitators: Stacey Pelton,
(713) 791-1414, ext. 6867 &
Michelle Ray, (713) 791-1414, ext.
3394

Prostate Cancer Support Group
Meets 3rd Wednesday every
month, 10 a.m., Cancer Center
Conference Room, 4C-345.
Facilitators:  Tonjala Seals, (713)
791-1414, ext. 6227

Pain Management for Women
Meets every Friday, 1 p.m.,  Room
5C-215. Group facilitator: Gabriel
Tan, (713) 794-8794

Pain Education Group
Meets every Wednesday, 2 p.m.,
Room 5C-215. Facilitator: Gabriel
Tan, (713) 794-8794

Alzheimer’s & Dementia
Caregivers Group
Meets 3rd Tuesday every month, 5
p.m., Room 1C-270. Facilitator:
Yvonne S. Mack, (713) 791-1414,
ext. 4082

Amputee Support Group
Meets 4th Wednesday every
month, 3 p.m., Nursing Unit (NU) 2A
Dining Room. Facilitators: Anna
Bracero, (713) 794-7816 & Betty
Baer, (713) 794-7793

Mended Hearts (Heart Disease)
Support Group
Meets 3rd Thursday every month,
11 a.m., Nursing Unit 2A Dining
Room. Facilitators: Patricia Suarez,
(713) 791-1414, ext. 6101 &
Tommie Gonzalez, ext. 5254

HIV Support/Educational Group
Meets every Tuesday, 2 p.m., Clinic
4, Room 1A-442. Facilitator: Kathy
Molitor, (713) 791-1414, ext. 6177
& Belinda Rainer, (713) 791-1414,
ext. 5292

Pain Coping Skills Training
Group
Meets every Tuesday, 1 p.m. ,
Room 5C-215. Facilitator: Gabriel
Tan, (713) 794-8794

Alcoholics Anonymous (AA)
Meets every Wednesday, 7 p.m.,
Room 6C-105. Facilitator: Bo Cook,
(713) 791-1414, ext. 6987

Breast Cancer Support Group
Meets last Tuesday every month, 12
noon, Cancer Center Conference
Room, 4C-345. Facilitators:
Magdalena Ramirez (713) 791-
1414, ext. 5287 & Shirley LaDay
Smith, (713) 794-7926

Fibromylgia Education &
Support Group
Contact facilitator for information:
Gabriel Tan, (713) 794-8794

Stroke Support Group
Meets 3rd Thursday every month,
3 p.m., Nursing Unit (NU) 2A Dining
Room. Facilitator: Kathryn Kertz,
(713) 791-1414, ext. 4192

Michael E. DeBakey
Veterans Affairs Medical Center
2002 Holcombe Blvd.
Houston, Texas 77030
(713) 791-1414
www.houston.med.va.gov

Edgar L. Tucker, BA, MPH, FACHE, Director
Carlos R. Escobar, BED-Arch, MHA,

Associate Director
Blaze A. Carabello, MD, Acting Chief  of  Staff
Thelma Gray-Becknell, RN, MSN, Chief Nurse

Executive/Clinical Practice Office Director
Francisco Vazquez, BSCS, Assistant Director
Bobbi D. Gruner, BS, MSBA, Public Affairs

Officer/Editor
Frances M. Burke, Public Affairs Specialist/Writer

This publication is funded by the Depart-
ment of  Veterans Affairs and is an autho-
rized publication for veterans of the Michael
E. DeBakey VA Medical Center. Contents
of the newspaper are not necessarily the of-
ficial views of, or endorsed by, the United
States Government or the Department of
Veterans Affairs. VA Pride is produced bi-
monthly by Michael E. DeBakey VA Medi-
cal Center Public Affairs, Room 4A-206,
mailcode 580/00PA, telephone number
(713) 794-7349, e-mail address
bobbi.gruner@va.gov, and fax number (713)
794-7038. Your comments, suggestions,
ideas, and questions are always appreciated.
All submissions are subject to editing and
will not be returned to the sender.

Talk with a social worker on your nursing unit or in
your Prime Care Clinic about available support groups.

Wright Williams, M.D., a Trauma Recovery Program psychologist, and U.S Air Force veteran
John D. Collins (right) attended the special showing of  “Resilience to Trauma” at the Michael E.
DeBakey VA Medical Center on April 24, 2008. Collins, who was a World War II prisoner
of  war from August 1943 to April 1944, shared his experiences in the documentary.

HOUSTON – A documentary film
featuring the true stories of several
World War II prisoners of  war, who
receive care at the Michael E. DeBakey
VA Medical Center (MEDVAMC), won
two bronze awards in the 29th Annual
Telly Award competition.

Founded in 1978, the Telly Awards
is the premier award honoring
outstanding local, regional, and cable TV
commercials and programs, as well as
the finest video and film productions.
The Telly Awards annually showcases the
best work of the most respected
advertising agencies, production
companies, television stations, cable
operators, and corporate video
departments in the world. The Telly
Awards is a widely known and highly
respected national and international
competition and receives more than
14,000 entries annually from all 50 states
and many foreign countries.

The 56-minute film, “Resilience to
Trauma,” focuses on a group of  men
who have endured unspeakable trauma
nevertheless, successfully navigated life.
Their stories are intended to help other
victims of trauma learn how to thrive
despite their experiences. These men

Award-Winning Film
Features Survival Stories
of  Texan WWII POWs

have seen the worst humanity has to offer
and have struggled with the effects. As
former prisoners of  war from World
War II, they believe their experiences
apply to all combat veterans. They are
remarkably candid about themselves, the
traumas they have lived through, and the
lives they have led.

“These veterans deserve and have
earned our respect, our thanks, and our
gratitude. This film is really about
veterans helping other veterans. The
hope is that another veteran from World
War II, Korea, Vietnam, the Persian Gulf,
or the current conflicts in Iraq or
Afghanistan will be inspired and
encouraged by these stories of
indomitable spirit and resoluteness of
purpose. The ultimate goal is that these
veterans’ journeys, and their resilience, will
echo down the generations of returning
warriors,” said Wright Williams, M.D., a
Trauma Recovery Program psychologist
at the MEDVAMC who developed the
concept for the documentary and
obtained an education grant from the
VA South Central Mental Illness
Research, Education, and Clinical Center
(MIRECC) to fund the project.

One veteran who shares his story in

the documentary is John Gutierrez. A
19-year-old, Army Air Corps gunner,
Gutierrez’ Flying Fortress, a four-engine
heavy bomber aircraft, was shot down
over Kassel, Germany on July 28, 1943.
After almost two years imprisonment
of which 20 months were spent in the
infamous Stalag XVIIB, he was one of
more than 4,000 prisoners of war forced
to endure an 18-day, 281-mile march
through rugged, freezing Austrian terrain
when the Germans fled the approach

of  Russian forces. On May 7, 1945, he
was liberated by Patton’s Third Army.

The MEDVAMC offers full
interdisciplinary, mental health
assessments of all patients and provides
on-site, in-patient treatment as needed,
medication management, individual and
group therapy, post-traumatic stress
disorder education groups, post-
traumatic stress disorder and substance
abuse dual diagnosis groups, an intensive
day hospital program, a sexual trauma
track, a trauma recovery program,
applied research such as medication trial
and psychotherapy, specialized smoking
cessation program, alumni peer support
groups, and coordination and formal
consultation with the Houston Vet
Centers.

To obtain a DVD copy of
“Resilience to Trauma,” send an email
to michael.kauth@va.gov. Limited quantities
are available. 
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Local, Disabled Veterans Ski the Rockies in Colorado

“Attending the Winter Sports Clinic has helped me learn about sports for people with disabilities,”
said StevenSchulz, a Marine Corps veteran of  Operation Iraqi Freedom, above, with a certified
disabled ski instructor. “I have looked forward to skiing again because of the speed and the
freedom you have on the slopes.”

SNOWMASS VILLAGE, CO -
Eight disabled veterans, who receive
treatment at the Michael E. DeBakey VA
Medical Center (MEDVAMC), were
among 450 other disabled veterans from
across the country, including nearly 120
recently injured during Operation
Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi
Freedom (OEF/OIF), to ski the Rocky
Mountains at the 22nd National Disabled
Veterans Winter Sports Clinic in
Snowmass Village, March 30 – April 4,
2008.

The local veterans attending  this year
included David Fowler, 47, an Army
veteran from Katy; Evo Marini, 62, an
Air Force veteran from Bailey Prairie;
William Watson, 45, an Army veteran
from Needville; Dillon Cannon, 21, an
Army veteran from Sugar Land;
Rebecca Johnson, 52, an Army veteran
from Houston; Nicholas Martin, 22, an
Army veteran from LaPorte; Steven
Schulz, 23, a Marine veteran from
Friendswood; and David King, 57, a
Coast Guard veteran from West
Columbia.

Co-sponsored by VA and the
Disabled American Veterans (DAV), the
Clinic is a world leader in promoting
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rehabilitation by instructing veterans with
disabilities in adaptive Alpine and Nordic
skiing, and introducing them to a number
of other adaptive recreational activities
and sports. For many newly injured
veterans, this event offers them their first
experiences in winter sports and gives
them the inspiration for continued self
development.

“This will be my first athletic event
since I was injured,” said Martin. “It’s a
chance for me to prove to myself that I
can still do things.”

The Clinic is an annual rehabilitation
program open to U.S. military veterans
with traumatic brain injuries, spinal cord
injuries, orthopedic amputations, visual
impairments, certain neurological
problems, and other disabilities who
receive care at a Department of  Veterans
Affairs (VA) or Department of  Defense
(DoD) medical facilities.

At the six-day event, veterans also
learned rock climbing, scuba diving,
snowmobiling, curling, and sled hockey.
The U.S. Secret Service provided a course
on self-defense. All activities are designed
to help participants develop winter
sports skills and take part in a variety of
other adaptive sports and workshops,

which demonstrate that having a physical
or visual disability need not be an
obstacle to an active, rewarding life.

This year, the Clinic again offered
an innovative race training and
development program designed for
elite-level skiers. The program is made
possible through an agreement with the
United States Olympic Committee and
used to identify potential Paralympic
athletes, the Olympic equivalent for
world class athletes with disabilities.  A
number of these elite athletes began their
winter sports endeavors through skills
they learned at the National Disabled
Veterans Winter Sports Clinic.

“Each year this Clinic enhances the
physical, social, and emotional well-being
of the veterans who participate in this
life changing event,” said Secretary of
Veterans Affairs Dr. James B. Peake.
“Not only does the Clinic motivate
veterans, young and old, to reach for
their full potential and enjoy a higher
quality of life, but it also gives them a
strong sense of purpose and
camaraderie with their fellow veterans.”

Known for inspiring “Miracles on
the Mountainside,” the Clinic shows that

the lives of disabled veterans can be
changed forever when they discover the
challenges they can overcome.

“As a disabled veteran and ski
instructor at the Winter Sports Clinic, I
can personally vouch for the amazing
impact it has on the lives of our
participants,” said DAV National
Commander Robert T. Reynolds.
“Thanks to the wonderful partnership
between the DAV and the Department
of  Veterans Affairs, these miracles will
once again take place in the lives of many
of  our deserving wounded warriors.”

VA is a recognized leader in
rehabilitative and recreational therapies.
With 153 medical centers, VA operates
more than 1,400 sites of care, including
895 ambulatory care and community-
based outpatient clinics, 135 nursing
homes, 47 residential rehabilitation
treatment programs, 209 Vet Centers,
and 108 comprehensive home-care
programs. The DAV is a non-profit,
congressionally chartered veterans
service organization with a membership
of more than one million wartime
disabled veterans.   Fran Burke, Public
Affairs Specialist

Vet to Vet
 Each One!   Reach One!   Teach One!

Vet to Vet is a new Peer Education & Support Group
comprised of veterans teaching and learning from each other

about mental illness as a means of achieving recovery.
This group is open to all veterans. There are no therapists

at the meetings, only peers helping peers.

The groups are held at the
Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center:
Wednesdays, 6-7 p.m., Room 6B-117
Thursdays, 9-10 a.m., Room 6B-117

Thursdays, 11 a.m. - noon, Room 6C-166

For more information, call 713.791.1414,
ext. 6729 or ext. 4378.

If you cannot remember when your next appointment
is or have not received an appointment letter from the
MEDVAMC, call the Appointment Information Hotline at

(713) 794-7648 or toll-free 1 (800) 454-1062.

Call (713) 794-8985 or toll free
1 (800) 639-5137 to cancel or
reschedule your appointment.

Don’t Be A
“No Show”



New VA Outpatient Clinic
Open Just for You in Conroe
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Question: What do Vet Centers do?
Answer: Vet Centers provide
readjustment counseling and outreach
services to all veterans who served in any
combat zone in consumer-friendly
facilities apart from traditional VA
medical centers. Services are also
available for their family members for
military related issues. In Houston, one
Vet Center is located at 701 N. Post Oak
Road, (713) 682-2288, and the other at
2990 Richmond Avenue, Suite 225, (713)
523-0884.

Question: What type of paperwork
do I need to apply for VA health
care?
Answer: To apply for health benefits, it
is useful to have a copy of your
discharge certificate, or DD Form 214,
Certificate of Release or Discharge from
Active Duty. You will also need to fill

Answers

provided by the

Consumer Affairs Staff

Room 1B-270

(713) 794-7884

or email

vhahougeneralquestions@va.gov
○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○ ○

Important VA Telephone Numbers
Michael E. DeBakey VA Medical Center ........................... (713) 791-1414
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-553-2278
VA Network Telecare Center ............................................... (713) 794-8985
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-639-5137
Beaumont VA Outpatient Clinic .......................................... (409) 981-8550
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-833-7734
Charles Wilson VA Outpatient Clinic (Lufkin) .................. (936) 637-1342
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-209-3120
Conroe VA Outpatient Clinic ............................................... (936) 522-4000
Galveston VA Outpatient Clinic .......................................... (409) 741-0256
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-310-5001
Texas City VA Outpatient Clinic .......................................... (409) 986-1129
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-310-5001
Pharmacy Refills ..................................................................... (713) 794-7648
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-454-1062
Pharmacy Helpline ................................................................. (713) 794-7653
Suicide Hotline ........................................ toll-free 1-800-273-TALK (8255)
Appointment Information ................................................... (713) 794-7648
                                                               or toll-free 1-800-454-1062
VA Eligibility & Enrollment ................................................. (713) 794-7288
Operations Enduring Freedom & Iraqi Freedom Coordinators
Fern Taylor ............................................................................... (713) 794-7034
Vickie Toliver .......................................................................... (713) 794-8825
Vet Center (701 N. Post Oak Road) ............................. (713) 682-2288
Vet Center (2990 Richmond Ave.) ................................. (713) 523-0884
Patient Representatives
Houston/Galveston/Texas City .......................................... (713)794-7884
Beaumont ...................................................................... 1-800-833-7734, ext. 113
Conroe .......................................................................... (936) 522-4010, ext. 1952
Lufkin ....................................................................................... (936) 633-2753
Houston VA National Cemetery ................................... (281) 447-8686
VA Regional Office
Main Number ......................................................................... (713) 383-1999

    or toll-free 1-800-827-1000
Compensation/Pension ........................................................ 1-800-827-1000
Home Loans ........................................................................... 1-888-232-2571

New VA Outpatient Clinic
Open Just for You in Conroe

New VA
Outpatient
Clinic
in
Conroe!

New VA
Outpatient
Clinic
in
Conroe!

800 Riverwood Court, Suite 100, Conroe, TX 77304
(Near the Conroe Regional Medical Center, just off Loop 336 and Interstate 45)

The Conroe VA Clinic provides primary care, mental health services,
home-based primary care, laboratory services, and more
for veterans in Montgomery county and surrounding areas.

Veterans, who wish to enroll in the Conroe VA Clinic,
may call 936.522.4000 (Monday - Friday, 8 a.m. - 4:30 p.m.)

or talk to their VA primary care or mental health provider.

out VA Form 10-10EZ, Application for
Health Benefits. This form is available
on the Internet at www.1010ez.med.va.gov/
sec/vha/1010ez/. You may also obtain
the form by calling VA’s Health Benefits
Service Center toll free number, 1-877-
222-VETS (8387), Monday through
Friday, 7 a.m. - 7 p.m. or by calling or
visiting the MEDVAMC or any one of
its five outpatient clinics. 

Question: Does the MEDVAMC
have a special department to assist
returning veterans obtain VA
benefits?
Answer: Yes. The MEDVAMC has an
Operation Enduring Freedom and
Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF)
Support Team that proactively meets
with local Reserve and National Guard
Units before and after they deploy in
order to brief  them about available VA
benefits, placing special emphasis on
mental health screening and counseling.
Staff members regularly attend meetings
of various community and veterans
groups in an attempt to contact eligible
veterans who have not yet enrolled for
VA care. To contact the OEF/OIF
Support Team, call (713) 794-7034/8825
or email vhahouOEFOIF@va.gov.

Question:  How do I get to the new
VA Visual Impairment Services
Center in Houston?
Answer: The MEDVAMC recently
converted its former Education building
(Bldg. 120, just inside the Old Spanish
Trail gate) to a new, 2,900 square foot
home for the Visual Impairment Service
Team, the Blind Rehabilitation
Outpatient Specialist program, and new

Visual Impairment Services Outpatient
Rehabilitation program.

To accommodate special needs
patients visiting the new Visual
Impairment Services Center, MetroLift
has added a new stop near Bldg. 120.
Low vision and blind veterans, who are
in the main hospital building and need
to go to the facility, are asked to stop by
the new waiting area located at the
hospital’s Nursing Home Entrance. A
volunteer blind veteran, who is a trained
member of  the Blinded Veterans
Association, will then escort the patient
between buildings.

Question: How do I get more news
and information about the Michael
E. DeBakey VA Medical Center and
veterans’ health care?
Answer: Send an e-mail to
bobbi.gruner@va.gov to sign up to receive
news releases and information. You can
also visit  www.houston.va.gov and click on
the “News Center” symbol.

Question: How do I file a claim for
VA compensation?
Answer: Contact the Veterans Affairs
Regional Office to file claims for combat
related illnesses and injuries at 1-800-827-
1000 or visit www.vba.va.gov.

Question: Does the VA have a
program to help homeless veterans?
Answer: Yes, the Health Care for
Homeless Veterans Program assists
veterans secure safe housing reflective of
their abilities and preferences and obtain
desired skill development services.
Treatment goals for each veteran are
individualized and may include

immediate basic needs of food and
protective housing; stabilization of
mental health problems including
substance abuse treatment and sobriety
maintenance, individual and group
psychotherapy, evaluation for financial
disability benefits, vocational assessment,
gainful employment, and schooling or a
training program. Call the Health Care
for Homeless Veterans Program at (713)
794-7848 or the McGovern Drop-In
Center for Homeless Veterans at (713)
794-7533.

Question: My father served during
World War II. Is he eligible for
nursing home care?
Answer: Veterans requiring nursing
home care for a service-connected
condition or a veteran rated 70 percent
or more have mandatory eligibility. All
other veterans are eligible on a resource
and space-available basis. For more
information, contact the Social Work
Manager at (713) 791-1414, ext.5729.

Question: Are veterans of the Coast
Guard eligible for healthcare?
Answer: Individuals who served in the
Coast Guard are veterans and are eligible
for VA health care benefits in the same
manner as any other veteran who served
in the Army, Navy, Marine Corps, or
Air Force.

Question: I want to get more
information about Gulf  War issues.
Answer: For information about special
issues such as Gulf  War, Agent Orange,
Project Shad, Mustard Agents and
Lewisite, and Ionizing Radiation, call the
VA at 1-800-749-8387


