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                                                                   Meeting Minutes
                                                               January 8, 2026, 10:30 AM

                                                                      Attendees: Cindy Whitesell, Kodi Pinks, Jonathan Ross, 
                                                                                          LTC Willoughby, Brent Pharis, Pam Sagness
                                                                                          BG Jackie Huber, Michelle Panos (All virtual)
                                                                           Absent:  David Becker, Lonnie Wangen
1. Opening.  Cindy Whitesell briefly opened the meeting at 10:30 am, and December 4, 2025, minutes were approved.
2.   New Business
Executive Committee Updates

· Fargo VA: Brent Pharis reported that the VA is working on a national scheduling package to minimize calls and streamline veteran appointments, reducing the burden on community partners and the VA. The Mental health building on the main campus is on schedule, with ribbon-cutting possible next year. The Whole Health Primary Care Edition is going in to decompress space and allow for expansion. Intent is to expand primary care, mental health, specialty care, orthopedics, and chiropractic services, reducing reliance on community referrals. Market analysis is underway for a metro clinic in Fargo to move outpatient services off the main campus, allowing for hospital operations expansion. A project for a parking ramp/garage is pending approval. In other expansion plans the VA Doubled the size of the clinic in Fergus and Grand Forks, Plans are 90% drawn for a new Bismarck CBOC, which will triple its size, and there are plans to include expansion in Minot. Staffing models remain relatively the same, with a new mental health provider added in Bismarck. Working on a "return for service" program to bring veterans back to the clinic if appropriate. Project to remodel the inpatient mental health unit, which does not meet MEHAWK standards. The remodel will occur in halves and is expected to take approximately 2 years. They plan a marketing campaign in late February targeting universities for GI Bill veterans and campaigns to focus on Guard deploying personnel, returning, and transitioning. There are no current constraints on construction projects or hiring due to budget. Lastly, the reported that the VA facility is the only 5-star rated CMS facility in North Dakota and ranks #1 in patient experience within the VA inventory of over 130 facilities. 
· NDHHS (Health): Kodi Pinks reported that currently there are 21 suicides reported for 2025 (15.2% of all suicides), with 7 active duty deaths. She will look up the gender ratio and method of choice for the dashboard. They are in the  process of closing out 2024 data, focusing on circumstances and commonalities among veterans and plans to provide more in-depth case reviews at the next meeting.
· NDHHS (Behavioral Health): Pam Sagness reported that the foundation phase of the New State Hospital is underway, increasing capacity from 122 to 140 beds, with completion in 2027. All services will be in one building, aiming for efficiency. The Tompkins program (addiction services for individuals with sexual offense history/criminal justice involvement) will not move to the new hospital as it's residential, not inpatient. Plans are being developed with DOCR. The CCBHC Implementation is planning for certification by July. Administrative rules hearing was held in December. Four regions (Fargo, Williston, Minot, Dickinson) are in process. Progress is between 55-75% complete for criteria. North Dakota was awarded $199 million in Rural Health Transformation Funding. A committee hearing is scheduled for January 13-14. A special session (Jan 21-23) will be held to appropriate the funds. Grant opportunities are expected the week following the special session and advised checking the rural health transformation website for notifications. Michelle asked if we needed to formalize our agreement with the behavioral health clinics that allowed Guard and Active Duty behavioral health staff to contact the directors of the clinics directly if a soldier or airman needed assistant. Pan confirmed that the Behavioral Health Clinics no longer have a high disability score requirement that caused a barrier for service members. Now care is coordinated at the front door.
· Army Reserve Ambassador: David Becker stated the program had limited activity due to the shutdown, Bob Black (ARA Emeritus) will be retiring soon and there is an ARA National Workshop scheduled for April in Philadelphia/Fort Dix for Army Reserve ambassadors, coinciding with the Army Reserve birthday, including a reenlistment ceremony and cake cutting.

· NDNG: LTC Ann Willoughby reported that State family programs have been severely impacted by budget cuts, with improvements projected for FY27 (starting Oct 2026). The Suicide Prevention Task Force is nearing completion, with voting on strategies. She acknowledged the impact of suicide-related events on service members. Upcoming internal events for the Guard include a Yellow Ribbon event on Saturday in Valley City, featuring a VA Rep on a veteran panel. Encouraged veterans to register with the VA and a Family Safety Night in March (3rd annual), involving community organizations, law enforcement, fire department, and comfort dogs, covering mental health, and child safety. April is Month of the Military Child.
· NDDVA: BG Jackie Huber reported that the Guard is getting back to operations post-holidays with most units drilling this weekend. She also mentioned the142nd Engineer unit, returning from deployment, will have their Yellow Ribbon event this weekend, with an official welcome home in February. This was also our unit that came back from deployment in October, November from the from the border and scheduling an official welcome home for them at their February drill. For recruitment, the Air National Guard is doing well with incentives while the Army is slightly behind but performing adequately for the first quarter. Lastly, she reported that the Guard is getting involved with America 250 initiatives, including supporting the library dedication in July at Medora for the Theodore Roosevelt Project.
3. Old Business
Michelle Let the discussion that chose Todd Remington as Chairman and Steve Anderson as Co-Chair. The next Executive Committee meeting will be postponed until April due to prearrange leave and the Coalition meeting in March. The City of Medina presentation went well. The Prairie Recovery presentation was postponed again due to weather, and the City of Bowman will be scheduled in February. She is also working with Rally Point in Bismarck and the Star Behavioral Health Providers training using the Broadcasters Association Contract. Under the Governor’s Challenge, Director of the Nurses Association to discuss collaboration on "Ask the Question" and Zero Suicide initiatives. The Nurses Association will host lunch-and-learns on military culture, training, and suicide gatekeeper training and possibly a speaking spot at their conference in the fall. The ND Hospital Association will also allow us to speak at their fall conference and will distribute training information. Three veterans are interested in starting new peer support groups in Grand Forks and Fargo and one who wants to work with the Veterans Court. Kenzie Larson (administrator for peer support) facilitates connections with certified training providers like Vets to Vets. ND Cares is working with ND Hopes on videos featuring three female veterans discussing suicidal ideation/substance abuse and finding hope. Michelle also noted that the behavioral health clinics are Tricare providers but are not listed or are incorrectly listed on the Tricare Directory since Tri West took over. Anne Stark is tracking this, and providers are responsible for updating their information.
4. Upcoming Events: Cindy called attention to the events listed below: 
· UPCOMING EVENTS
a. FirstLink Trainings
b. Star Behavioral Health Providers Training
c. ND Brain Injury Network Events
d. CALM Conversations: Register
e. Clinical CALM: Register
f. Safety Planning Workshop: Register 
g. ND State Mortality Review Action Committee: Jan. 12
h. ND Governors Challenge Virtual Team Meeting: Jan. 14 
i. ND Suicide Prevention Coalition Mtg: Jan 14
j. VA Planning for the Future (Asst Living & Nursing Hm Options): Jan. 21, Register: contact Vickie Ness 701-239-3700 Extension 3561 vickie.ness@va.gov.
k. Coroner’s Training: Supporting Military Families in a Death Investigation: Jan 22,  Register
l. ACOVA: Feb 5-7, GFAFB
m. Fisher House Freeze Out Fundraiser: Feb. 6-7, West Acres Mall Fargo, Sign up

5. Next Meetings: The next Coalition meeting is March 5, 2026, and the next Executive Committee
                               meeting is April 2, 2026.

6. Closing: The meeting ended at approximately 11:38 am.
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