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ND Cares Executive Committee Meeting Minutes
August 6, 2026, 10:30AM, Virtual
In Attendance:
Todd Remington, Pam Sagness, Brient Pharis, Kodi Pinks, BG Jackie Huber,
LTC Ann Willoughby, and Michelle Panos.
Absent:
David Becker, Lonnie Wangen
Opening
Todd Remington opened the meeting at 10:30 AM and the minutes from June were approved.
New Business
Executive Committee Updates
Chairman: Todd Remington shared that he had completed the CALM training and highlighted upcoming stand-down events in the western half of the state, specifically mentioning Bismarck on August 20th, Dickinson in October, and Minot on October 15th. He also expressed appreciation for the multi-hatted roles of many attendees and acknowledged the challenges faced by those in state government, particularly with budget issues and legislative session preparations.
NDNG: BG Jackie Huber reported on the recent mobilization of approximately 30 individuals from Delta company of the 112th Aviation, with an anticipated return early next summer, and mentioned that more mobilizations are expected in the upcoming fiscal year. Huber announced a 9/11 GWOT memorial rededication event in Bismarck on September 11th, starting at 5 PM, in partnership with Team Red, White, and Blue, which will include an overhaul of the monument. She also shared that a remembrance weekend for Gold Star families, originally scheduled for late July, has been moved to October. Huber indicated that the Guard is preparing for legislative engagements and is monitoring the dry conditions across the state for fire response needs, including aircraft and personnel. She also planned to attend the Bismarck stand-down event on August 20th.
Fargo VA: Harold Pharis discussed the current focus on federal electronic health record (EHR) workshops over the next two weeks, which will be a primary objective for the next 39 weeks. The VA plans a reorganization October 1st, which involves reorganization from top to bottom and will necessitate replanning, particularly concerning oversight. Pharis confirmed that construction for the Bismarck CBOC is ongoing and that discussions are happening at a national level regarding expanding care within the critical access hospital footprint, though no local expansion is planned until clarity on the future direction is achieved. He stated that the agency will continue to attend stand-downs and other events, but their greatest impact will be felt around January when they anticipate reducing patient throughput by 50% or more during the EHR implementation and training. Pharis noted that communication with veterans is ongoing through email, text, and town halls, and that more frequent communication will occur closer to the implementation date. He explained that the EHR implementation is a market deployment, involving Minneapolis, St. Cloud, and Fargo going live simultaneously on May 15th, 2027, followed 90 days later by Market Two (Iowa City, Central Iowa, Omaha, and Sioux Falls). The integrated Whole Health building and the outpatient mental health building are on track for April ribbon cuttings, and the new Bismarck CBOC is expected to open in late August or September. Pharis emphasized that the federal EHR is the top priority, second only to delivering care, and that difficult decisions will be made over the next 39 to 50 weeks. He also mentioned that while emergency services will not be impacted, routine outpatient care access will be, with varying durations of disruption.
NDNG: LTC Ann Willoughby Lieutenant Colonel Ann Willoughby discussed the State Family Program's activities and the upcoming stand-down event in Bismarck on August 20th, where Julie Fidorcek is expected to attend between 9:00 and 9:30 AM. Willoughby highlighted the second annual Father-Daughter Ball in Devil's Lake on August 15th, aimed at strengthening father-daughter relationships, and noted that registration is up from the previous year. She also mentioned Father-Daughter Balls in Bismarck on September 12th and Fargo on September 19th. Willoughby provided an update on upcoming unit mobilizations, including a yellow ribbon event for the 816th MPs on November 21st, and emphasized the need for vendors and community organizations to support families during these mobilizations. She confirmed that the VA participates in both pre and post-mobilization events, which is crucial for connecting service members with benefits upon their return. Willoughby also noted that September is Suicide Awareness Month, with a focus on educating individuals to recognize behavioral changes and mentioned participation in "Out of the Darkness" walks across the state. She introduced David Kawasaki as the new Military One Source representative for North and South Dakota, noting that he can attend events virtually for groups of 50 or fewer and in person for larger groups, and highlighted the various resources available through Military One Source, including non-medical counseling and free tax services. Willoughby also discussed market research for renewing contracts for two youth camps and the importance of these camps for connecting children from military families
NDHHS (Behavioral Health): Pam Sagness reported that her organization has been focused on budget matters and that the Certified Community Behavioral Health Clinic (CCBHC) implementation is continuing in four regions. She announced new funding for families and children's services that will be announced shortly. Sagness noted a consistent 40% increase in crisis services provided over the last two years and a general increase in individuals seeking services at behavioral health clinics. She explained that the CCBHC initiative aims to prepare for increased demand and ensure adequate staffing. Sagness also mentioned that other providers transitioning to CCBHC status have seen an average increase of 30-40% in demand but anticipates a smaller increase for their public provider status. She highlighted that the organization has intentionally shifted from rationing services to ensuring individuals receive help, which has involved changes to their front-door approach to include care coordination for all who seek services, even if it means referring them to other providers.
NDHHS (Health): Kodi Pinks shared an update on the North Dakota Violent Death Reporting System, reporting that the state achieved second place nationally for data completeness and quality for 2024, the highest ranking they have ever received. She noted that for the current year, there have been 13 veteran suicides, a decrease from 26 in 2023 and 21 in 2022, with the 60-plus age group showing the highest incidence. The system is collecting better data on family members of service members, including spouses and children, to understand the broader impact on families. There is significant effort involved in abstracting each case, which can take 4 to 8 hours. Pinks also discussed ongoing efforts to improve the timeliness of receiving reports from law enforcement and coroners, aiming to gather preliminary data more quickly to assist with proactive prevention efforts, particularly for high-risk populations like youth, farmers, ranchers, and veterans.
Old Business
Michelle Gauvin-Panos is in discussions with Cornerstone Counseling and Grand Forks Therapy to become ND Cares community partners. ND Cares is also partnering with the USDA and the VA on a project to improve mental health services for veterans in agriculture, distributing a survey through social media, printed cards at stand-downs, and to contacts in the agricultural and Guard communities. She is exploring alternatives for her organization's advertising contract with the North Dakota Broadcasters Association, and is considering a proposal from BEK, which offers a different advertising model with potentially better targeting for veterans at a lower cost. Gauvin-Panos is also working on a "Ask the Question" video to encourage healthcare providers to inquire about military service and to provide them with resources for veterans. She mentioned that a video for the Vet-to-Vet pain management support group is not feasible, but flyers will be distributed. Additionally, she is collaborating with ND Hopes on women's videos and is preparing a data book for the legislative session, noting potential challenges with VA participation. She highlighted upcoming participation in conferences for the Peer Support, Nurses, and Hospital Associations to promote military culture training and suicide prevention. Vets for Vets in Minot will host the "Worried About a Veteran" training pilot program and includes a firearms expert as a co-presenter. Finally, she announced the need to fill two vacant positions: a Co-Chair for the Executive Committee and a representative on the PNA board, emphasizing the requirement for disabled veterans who do not provide services to veterans.
Upcoming Events
Todd called attention to the events listed below:
A. FirstLink Trainings
B. Star Behavioral Health Providers Training
C. ND Brain Injury Network Events
D. Vets for Vets Minot Events
E. Grand Forks Vets in the Park: Aug 15, University Park, Grand Forks 
F. Governors Challenge Innovation Conference: Aug 18-21, Indianapolis
G. Veterans Stand Down: Aug 20, AMVETS, Bismarck
H. CALM Clinical Workshop: Virtual Sept. 3, Register here
I. PSAND Conference: Sept. 11, Minot
J. CALM Conversations Workshop: Virtual Sept 14, Register here
K. NDHHS Behavioral Health Conference: Sept 14-17, Bismarck
L. Dickinson Area Stand Down: Sept 16, Dickinson
M. North Dakota League Of Cities Conference: Sept. 17, Grand Forks 
N. Safety Planning Workshop: Virtual Sept 17, Register here
O. ACOVA: Sept. 17-18, Fargo
P. MHA DVA Ruck Walk: Sept 18, TAT National Park
Q. Military Couples Relationship Retreat: Sept 25-27, Grand Forks
R. Together with Veterans Veteran Suicide Prevention Symposium: Sept. 28, Minot
Next Meeting
The next Coalition meeting is September 3, and the Executive Committee meeting is October 1.
The meeting ended at approximately 11:20 a.m.
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