
“I didn’t know I was a veteran”
Veterans and Public Libraries
January 26, 2021

Q&A prepared by Kristen Mulvihill, Presenter

Thank you for sharing your comments and questions with us today! Please note that you can continue to ask questions by reaching out to Veterans Connect @ the Library. Below is a list of the questions, answers, and some references from today’s webinar. Also included below is a really cool graphic showing the “Stages of Life” among veterans, something that we didn’t have time to discuss but serves as a great visual for your reference.

	Question Asked
	Answer
	Additional Information

	If we get a question about someone's veteran's status, we just refer them to resources? For example, the woman who got a dishonorable discharge for self-medicating for LGBTQ blackmail. We don't know the answer, so she must contact a counsellor maybe via VetNow?
	Yes, we refer them to the CVSO or a VSO. For example, if someone says she was dishonorably discharged but she thinks she would like for that discharge to be changed, we explain that a CVSO or a VSO can assess the situation and help her. Many VSOs have a legal team that specializes in certain situations. The VA has information on the process for upgrading a discharge that is less than honorable, by the way. The veteran can ask colleagues who served with them to write a letter on their behalf, and the circumstances are evaluated on a case-by-case basis. Because every case is unique, it's important that we make no promises but explain how much the VSOs want to help them with their legal expertise.

	VetNow is a great place to start! However, sometimes a person might prefer to speak with a local representative, and it's always good to have more than one channel available to your veterans. You might want to keep a list of organizations that are nearby on hand as reference. And as you learn more about your veteran community, you might find opportunities for the library to host events for members of the veteran community who have something in common like identifying as LGBTQIA, or having served at the same time, or spouses of veterans.

	If a veteran moves to and lives in CA after registering with the VA in another state can they still register in CA?
	Yes. Each time a veteran relocates to a new address, they can update their current contact information with the VA directly or through the state VA offices.

	By the way, each state is different. But when people relocate to California, CalVet will even send them an ID card if they want one!

	Thank you, Kristen, for passing out so much important information to better assist vets and thank you for your service.
	Thank you, Bryan, for your interest in helping all people who come to the library!
	

	A veteran is also one who was a reservist, US Coast Guard
	Yes! Reserves, National Guard members, and in some cases members of the Merchant Marines who served during WW2 receive benefits from the VA. The list changes from year to year, so if someone has any doubt, that's like handling a legal question, and we want to encourage them to connect with the CVSO. Also, as you probably are already aware, Reservists sometimes accrue more experience serving in a combat zone than active-duty military service members, just as the National Guard has similarly been asked to serve overseas again and again.

	By the way, the VA has a list of just how many different services are recognized, and it's a long list! Just think, for example, of women who served as pilots or merchant marines during WW2. Here's a link: https://www.cem.va.gov/CEM/docs/abbreviations/Branches_of_Service_and_Designations.pdf


	What is a Veteran? Title 38 of the Code of Federal Regulations defines a veteran as “a person who served in the active military, naval, or air service and who was discharged or released under conditions other than dishonorable.”
	In a library setting, it is very important not to quote a federal code that suggests that people who received OTH (other than dishonorable) discharge papers are not veterans. That's because many veterans who were discharge for other than honorable reasons may have experienced something, like PTSD, or like during the DODT era, that was not recognized at the time they left the military but was officially recognized by Congress later. As library staff, we must also avoid any appearance of giving legal advice by quoting a federal code. Our job is to connect veterans with people who will help them. Therefore, our approach toward "What is a veteran?" is not about the legality of the question but about the intent. A veteran can be anyone who served in the U.S. military, if the intent of the person asking that question is to seek resources and, with help from a CVSO, they may now be considered a veteran even with a dishonorable discharge.

	The definition of a "veteran" will also vary depending on context. An employer might have its own definition. The U.S. Department of Labor uses different criteria than the U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs. See the first chapter of Serving Those Who Served; Librarian's Guide to Working with Veteran and Military Communities, by Sarah LeMire and Kristen Mulvihill, ISBN 9781440834325, for more information.

	Cold War, Korean War, Desert Storm, Global War on Terrorism
	The VA and most VSOs are knowledgeable of eras of service in terms of when we were technically at war, but the veteran's priority status might be different depending on where they served. For example, a veteran who served during the Gulf War era but was assigned to an embassy in China did not technically serve in combat but is still a veteran of a foreign war, according to Veterans of Foreign Wars. But the VA looks at whether the veteran was in an actual combat zone when assigning the priority group for a veteran. That reminds me, always avoid talking too much about priority groups. As a veteran, I might get obsessed about it because it changes my access to services at the VA. But as a librarian, it might be considered giving legal advice, so I try to avoid using the chart in case I am later accused of promising something or speaking on behalf of the VA. (The VA is very careful about who can speak on their behalf!)
	

	
	
	

	[bookmark: _heading=h.xmo45d8egprt]Is there grant funding for veterans to start their own non-profits
	That is an awesome question! There is grant funding in many places to help veterans start a small business. Information and the availability of funding will vary depending on where the veteran lives. In addition to following formal sources of information about small business funding for veterans, I would encourage veterans also to connect with other veterans who are small business owners. Sometimes we learn so much more by word of mouth!

	

	A suggestion - for public librarians - try to forge a liaison with the librarian at the local VA facility. Many have dedicated librarians, who can help provide support.
	Thank you, Mary, for your suggestion. That's exactly what I did when I began researching how public libraries work with veterans ten years ago. At the time, I got some interesting advice. On the one hand, I was told that the VA is reluctant to talk to librarians officially, because they are constantly approached by business owners who want to partner with them, and they are forbidden to formally partner with outside organizations. But you are right. I learned a lot by working outside of the formal channels. As a veteran, I spoke to people who referred me to other people who were sometimes not even part of the chain of command at the VA. 
	

	Will people from these orgs do Zoom events for libraries?
	I'm pretty sure that people who work for veteran service organizations would love to participate in Zoom events for public libraries. That is a great idea! Some libraries in California are trying this. I’d start by asking your CVSO to do a Zoom event. Attendees can ask their questions, and if there aren’t any questions the CVSO can talk about the services they provide. Your CVSO will probably know which VSOs would have people who could also be on the Zoom presentation. I hope everyone is reading this because that would be a great way to help the CVSO and the VSOs connect with veterans while many public spaces are still shut down because of the pandemic.

	In case you are not in California, here's a great place to track down your state's CVSO: https://www.nacvso.org/find_service_officers/state

	Will or can these events be interactive?
	Where I work, we often host Zoom events that are interactive. I once co-hosted a poetry reading with 45 people, and many people who attended the event wanted to read a poem by the poet who was being honored. I've also seen panel presentations by veterans who are writers, where the people in the audience got to ask questions. I think an interactive event would be ideal. I hope you follow through on it and invite us, too!

	

	I know a veteran that served in the Reserves. When they sought help from the VA office they were turned away because they were 1) not active duty, 2) Not combat Veteran 3) did not have an injury. They were told that they were not "real vets.” I looked it up for them and unless they served for more than 2 years and not IADT ( Initial Active Duty for Training) or called up for Wartime their time is not counted so then they are not eligible for any services. Has this changed?
	Yes! First of all, that's a lot like my initial experience with the VA back in the 1990s. And it's kind of amazing how much things change, year after year. Second of all, I'm really sorry to hear that this person was turned away. All of those reasons are reasons why we might feel discouraged to register for the VA, but they were in the wrong. Finally, it's important to focus on how there are two gateways in seeking resources at the VA. The famous gateway is where someone applies for disability. Disability status is given based on some very strict rules and many veterans think they can't receive any benefits from the VA if they don't get disability. But the other gateway is simpler. If a veteran has served in any branch of service for any length of time, they should be able to go to the membership office of the VA and provide a copy of their DD214 and immediately be acknowledged as a veteran. That opens the door for home loans and some basic membership services which might change from year to year. It opens the door to things that we don't even think about until we need them. I didn't need that hearing aid for many years until I did, for example. However, there is one matter which might prevent someone from getting even the most basic services from the VA. If the service member is still on active duty! In that case, they would not have yet received a DD214 because they have not yet completed their service. In the case of the person you are talking about, I would suggest they contact the county veteran service officer to talk about it. It's always important to remind veterans that if they have had a bad experience at the VA, they can go to the CVSO or a VSO and there might be people who can help them through those alternate channels. Also people can go to any CVSO office in California, i.e. they don’t have to go to the one in their county.

	Before I forget, when this question comes up in a public library setting, please remember never to attempt to speak on behalf of the VA, especially when it comes to a veteran's eligibility or status. Because it's a legal question, we can get in trouble for that. It would be like giving legal advice instead of referring someone to a book or a lawyer. However, there are times when you really want to help someone, and if the VA doesn't seem to be helpful for them, they will appreciate knowing how to get in touch with the CVSO, LINCs, or a VSO. VSOs are pretty infamous for the legal teams they hire to help out a veteran, too! You can locate VSOs by going to the National Resource Directory online at NRD.gov.

	My dad served, and he always had to sit with his back to the wall
	Thank you for sharing that! It's amazing how everyone's experience can be different. The co-writer of my book actually helped the academic library where she works start a new "veteran's study space" just for students who are veterans. The space was designed to permit students with previous military experience to be seated in a study area where situational awareness was less of a problem. 

	By the way, this is a great story to share with your peers at the library. We can't always offer the best seats in the library to every visitor, but if the staff and the management are aware of the issue, the resolution of any conflict caused by situational awareness might be handled differently. 

	Yes, my dad served in Korea, and they had a terrible reception back home
	I'm sorry to hear that a Korean War veteran was not welcomed home properly! I know there's no way to change the past, but I learned how something helped my uncle when he returned from Vietnam. He kept in touch with the members of his unit, and they had reunions every few years. I sometimes think it would be nice for libraries to help veterans reconnect with the people in their unit, especially now that we have so many new online tools. 
	You also reminded me how there are organizations that specialize in providing support for children, parents, and other family members of veterans. Blue Star Families and Gold Star Families are two really good examples. Public libraries can also partner with family support groups for people assigned to the same military unit in places where there are large military installations. Military spouses know they can go onto base and use the military library on base, but sometimes they appreciate the feeling of privacy when attending an event off base at a public library.


	There wasn’t enough time today to share everything, so I am using this opportunity to continue the conversation. My sister gave me permission to share this story; she was in the closet, technically, throughout most of her time in the service. She was able to come out of the closet when DADT (Don’t Ask Don’t Tell) ended, but I witnessed first-hand how a person whose dedication to our country gave her a purpose in life for more than 20 years. Yet, she was constantly aware of the threat that anyone could say something, and her career would be over. It affected her personality, her personal life, and the way in which she interacts with people even now. But she would not want to be pitied, as I mentioned in the webinar. It's just one example of how much can change for service members, during their service as well as afterward. I also had a friend who was gay who committed suicide. But I can't claim that all veterans feel the same about all things, as all of you are probably aware. Many veterans look down on those who only served during peacetime, even though there are people who may have participated in an operation that was hardly peaceful. Similarly, there are people who were not technically serving in a combat zone but suffered from wounds received in combat in what we might have thought was a peaceful part of the world. And I still bump into veterans now and then who don't quite feel comfortable with my being in the same ranks as them because I am a woman. And that reminds me, let us not forget the many people who served honorably even while their families were treated less than honorably because of their race, culture, religion, or ethnicity. It is some comfort to know that the federal government is making efforts to retroactively honor people who served in the military who were never acknowledged as veterans when they left military service because of their race or gender. But public libraries can empower the children, grandchildren, and descendants of people of minorities who went for so long unrecognized by hosting oral history projects and events where the stories of their family members, photographs, and documents can be archived and shared to remind all of us of how people from many different walks of life contributed to the defense of our country. And we don't have to wait until Memorial Day or Veterans Day to do those things. It all starts with knowing your community and staying connected with the people in your community and helping them connect with each other.

Thanks for your questions and the experiences you have shared during the webinar! If you attended and you work in California, your name will be automatically added to the listserve. I  hope that you will join the ALA Veterans Caucus. I shared things I have learned, but we can learn and do much more by continuing the conversation and learning from each other. For other questions contact Veterans Connect @ the Library.
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