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BILOXI, Miss.—Three projects submitted by Gulf 
Coast Veterans Health Care System (GCVHCS) 
employees to the Veterans Health Administration 
(VHA) Innovators Network program were selected 
for investment on Oct. 8, 2019. 

The projects — a prototype for consolidated 
appointments for Veterans with chronic kidney 
disease; a pilot program which could use gamified 
therapy and/or virtual reality as a technological 
therapy in the Biloxi VA Medical Center’s Community 
Living Center; and a potential solution to potential 
issues of waste and employee exposure to 
operating room hazards – were all part of the VHA 
Innovators Network’s (iNET) Spark-Seed-Spread 
Innovation Investment Program, an initiative 
designed to employ a diverse range of practices 
using innovation to deliver a better experience for 
Veterans, their families and VA employees.

Each of the projects, funded for fiscal year (FY) 
2020, were developed by GCVHCS employees, 
something GCVHCS Director Bryan C. Matthews 
said is representative of the level of knowledge and 
expertise available throughout the organization.

“We have some of the best medical professionals 
working tirelessly to provide continuing support to 
the thousands of Veterans and their families who 
rely on us for their healthcare needs,” he said. “These 
individuals who have served their country deserve 
the best care we can provide, and these front line 
employees have first-hand knowledge of challenges 
our organization faces, and their outstanding 
experience can more effectively ensure our care 
remains top-notch.”

GCVHCS is part of the VHA’s Innovators Network, 
an initiative launched in 2015 to build and empower 
a community of VHA employees who actively move 
the organization forward. The iNET-sponsored 
Spark-Seed-Spread Innovation Investment Program 
serves as a mechanism to empower employees 

by providing an avenue to identify and accelerate 
employee-designed innovations that improve 
experiences for Veterans and employees. Programs 
selected under the iNET Spark-Seed-Spread 
program are categorized as either Spark (developing 
a prototype), Seed (implementing a pilot) or Spread 
(implanting a multi-site pilot).

Cynthia Atwell, a registered nurse at the Biloxi 
VA Medical Center in Biloxi, Mississippi, designed 
a proposal through the ‘Spark” program which 
centers around combining numerous appointments 
Veterans suffering from chronic kidney disease can 
have into a single two-and-a-half hour appointment 
which can address up to 12 Veterans with the 
 same diagnosis.

Atwell said that labs, medications, and diets will 
be discussed during the group appointments, but 
the dynamic of the ‘group appointment’ could have 
another benefit.

“This group environment could also allow 
Veterans the opportunity to talk with other Veterans 
who share their same experiences,” she said, “And 
a group medical visit could consolidate 
like needs into a teaching environment 
and possibly free up appointment 
times which could ultimately create 
access for new patients and those 
with more intricate needs.”

Atwell said she will form a 
team and create a prototype 
and implementation plan for 
her project entitled “Group 
Medical Visits for Chronic 
Kidney Disease” during 
the iNET investment cycle 
to determine the plan’s 
feasibility. 

GCVHCS Community Living 
Center (CLC) physician Dr. 

GCVHCS projects selected for VHA 
Innovators Network Program
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System
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Leslie Carnahan also submitted 
a proposal entitled “Technology 
to Enhance Veteran Engagement, 
Socialization, and Physical Activity 
to Improve Pain and Functioning 
in the CLC” that was accepted 
for FY20 under the iNET ‘Spark’ 
initiative. She will be working to 
examine the potential of using 
technology to enhance Veteran 
engagement, socialization, and 
physical activity to improve pain 
and functioning for residents at 
GCVHCS CLC. 

“Pain therapies are generally 
geared toward pharmaceutical 
treatments,” she said. “This 
proposal will use various 
technological options to 
bridge pain therapy, exercise, 
socialization, and cognitive-

behavioral approaches to 
enhance Veteran engagement, 
socialization, physical activity, 
and ultimately improve pain and 
functioning in the CLC patients.”

Carnahan will work to create a 
prototype for various ‘gamified’ 
therapy and virtual reality into 
her year-long project, forming 
a team and plan for potential 
technological therapies in 
GCVHCS CLC. 

Also selected during the iNET 
FY20 Spark-Seed-Spread program 
is an initiative that GCVHCS 
registered nurses Kristina Mate 
and Sheena Strong submitted 
under the ‘Seed’ category, 
ultimately receiving an 

opportunity to implement a 
project which will directly impact 
VA facilities. 

Their project, entitled “Greening 
the Operating Room: One 
Wrapper at a Time,” has evolved 
into a major mindset, cultural 
and practice change throughout 
the GCVHCS. Mate and Strong 
assembled a team and created 
a three-tiered approach for 
implementing their project: 
the recycling of paper and 
plastic in the operating room; 
the expansion of the utilization 
of bodily fluid management 
systems; and the initiation of 
smoke evacuator systems.

“Prior to the launch of this 
project, there was no separation 
or recycling of recyclable 

materials such as paper or 
plastic in the operating room, 

resulting in these materials 
being disposed of in the 
regular trash,” said Mate. 
“Surgical smoke is 
created during surgical 
procedures in which 
electrocautery or the 
use of ultrasonic 

scalpels are used.

(continued)



 This creates a gaseous byproduct which can pose 
a significant health risk as a pulmonary irritant, 
carcinogen and vector for transmitting infectious 
particles, and no operating room at GCVHCS utilizes 
smoke evacuation systems,” said Strong.

Mate and Strong launched Phase 1 (the recycling 
of paper and plastic in the operating room) of their 
project in August, with Phase 2 (installing body 
fluid management systems and smoke evacuators 
in operating rooms) pending contracting. Mate or 
Strong added that more than 580 pounds of paper 
and plastic has been recycled since the first part of 

their project was initiated. 
For more information about the Spark-Seed-

Spread Innovation Investment Program, please 
visit the VHA Innovators Network VA Pulse page, 
#VHAInnovatorsNetwork.

The Biloxi VA Medical Center and the Mobile, 
Pensacola, Eglin, and Panama City VA Clinics are 
all part of Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System 
(GCVHCS) which is headquartered in Biloxi, MS and 
provide a variety of medical outpatient services to 
more than 70,000 Veterans.
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PHASE 1 
COMPLETED

Recycling of paper and 
plastic in operating rooms

PHASE 2 
IN PROGRESS
Installing body fluid 
management systems

PHASE 3 
IN PROGRESS

Installing smoke evacuators 
in  operating rooms

GREENING THE OPERATING ROOM: 
ONE WRAPPER AT A TIME  

(SEED PROJECT)



BILOXI, Miss. — Gulf Coast Veterans 
Health Care System (GCVHCS) hosted 
a five-hour event Nov. 14 during which 
Veterans and their caregivers were able 
to become more familiar with Veterans 
Affairs (VA) healthcare services, Veteran 
agencies and community support 
partners at the organization’s Biloxi 
Veterans Affairs (VA) Medical Center in 
Biloxi, Mississippi. 

The Veterans Experience Expo took 
place Nov. 14, featuring an interactive 
overview of the Veterans experience, 
showcased numerous information 
booths and tables at high trafficked 
areas in the Biloxi VA Medical Center, 
with individuals manning these tables 
experts in their particular areas and 
providing information on access and quality of care 
to the hundreds of attendees. 

“Helping Veterans learn first-hand the wonderful 
strides we are taking toward the care of our 
American heroes is our top priority,” said Dr. M. 
Christopher Saslo, the associate director for Patient 
Care Services/Nurse Executive. “The Veterans 
Experience Expo is the first of many opportunities 
for Veterans to see and learn the services we offer 
and how we ensure the care we deliver is the best 
care anywhere.” 

The event, centered in the Biloxi VA Medical 
Center’s first and second-floor foyers, was designed 

to provide useful information to the thousands 
of Veterans visiting the organization and other 
GCVHCS facilities. 

“Every Veteran matters and we are proud to 
serve those who served,” said event organizer 
Kristin Mate, a GCVHCS Surgical Services operating 
room circulator. “VA healthcare services, Veteran 
agencies, and community support partners had 
representatives on hand to provide information and 
answer questions about accessing and navigating 
healthcare options in the VA system.”

The Biloxi VA Medical Center and the Mobile, 
Pensacola, Eglin, and Panama City VA Clinics are all 
part of Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System. 

Veterans Expo held at  
Biloxi VA Medical Center
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

Laura Vendetti, a GCVHCS Ambassador, presents information about 
health care services provided by Gulf Coast Veteran Health Care System.
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BILOXI, Miss. — A Long Beach, Mississippi, high 
school senior donated more than 100 gift bags to 
Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System’s (GCVHCS) 
Homeless Program Dec. 18, at the Biloxi Veterans 
Affairs Medical Center.

Seventeen-year-old Shayla Pierson, the 
granddaughter of Korean War Veteran and Gulfport, 
Mississippi, resident Paul Upton, spearheaded an 
effort to collect toiletries for eventual distribution 
to Mississippi Gulf Coast-area homeless Veterans, 
beginning the effort in September.

“Everyone who is homeless once had a home,” 
Pierson said. “They had a family who loved them. 
Things happen, and just because things happen 
doesn’t mean these people don’t have worth. 
Sometimes a person just needs to know someone 
cares and values their worth.” 

Pierson said she began collecting the toiletries 
during the three-month project, but as the Long 
Beach High School Family Career Community 
Leaders of America (FCCLA) club, she asked 
other students to join her efforts. That, along 
with numerous social media posts detailing the 
project, resulted in donations of socks, personal 
grooming items, and snacks, filling more than 100 
bags which GCVHCS Homeless Program Manager 
Jodie Picciano-Swanson said will be used in the 
organization’s various outreach projects.

“GCVHCS’s Homeless Program staff provide 
outreach to various locations throughout our area,” 
Picciano-Swanson said. “Shayla has a heart of gold 
and was dedicated to this self-initiated project. She 
would send me photos of piles of the collected 
items spread across her living room floor, and her 
granddad (Upton) helped her organize the items. 
She is a remarkable young woman.”

Pierson added that while her motivation for the 
project was to provide assistance to Gulf Coast-area 
Veterans in need, the opportunity to recognize and 
remember the sacrifices of the service members 
her project would ultimately help remained more 
important.

“A simple act of kindness can change lives,” she 
said. “This small act of kindness is nothing compared 
to the fact that these people risked their lives to 
fight for ours.”

GCVHCS’s Homeless Program serves an estimated 
875 Homeless Veterans in Mississippi, Alabama,  
and Florida.

Long Beach high school student donates 
to gulf coast area homeless Veterans
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System



PENSACOLA, Fla. —  Twenty-four 
employees from Gulf Coast Veterans 
Health Care System (GCVHCS) and 
others from the Veterans Healthcare 
Administration (VHA) across the 
nation, attended a workshop Dec. 
10-12 designed to assist them in 
effectively incorporating the VHA’s 
Whole Health approach to care  
into practice. 

The course was designed to 
teach Veterans and VHA staff the 
skills necessary to become group 
facilitators capable of leading 
the whole health group-based 
program, Taking Charge of My Life 
and Health (TCMLH). The course 

also provided the opportunity 
for GCVHCS employees and 
volunteers, who will ultimately 
engage Veterans through the 
VHA-wide program, to experience 
the VHA’s Whole Health concept 
first-hand. 

“This class teaches attendees 
how to facilitate groups that 
provide a forum for Veteran 
participants to explore what 
matters most to them and begin 
setting goals that outline their 
unique path toward achieving 
optimal health and wellness,” said 
Tara Martine, the GCVHCS Health 
Promotion Disease Prevention 

Program and Whole Health 
Champion. “Most of the attendees 
have full-time positions at the VA 
and are learning how to teach the 
class as a collateral duty. There are 
also a few Veteran volunteers in 
attendance who are learning how 
to facilitate the course because 
they want to give back to their 
 fellow Veterans.”

The TCMLH facilitator course 
was designed to encompass 
the Whole Health approach to 
health care to which the VHA 
is transitioning and is centered 
primarily on effective group 
facilitation skills and immersion in 
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GCVHCS employees attend three-day  
“Whole Health” facilitator training workshop
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

Dr. Mera Halloway-Paulino facilitates a round table discussion regarding the topic of Whole Health with VA staff members during Whole 
Health Workshop.



the nine-week TCMLH curriculum. 
The peer-led group-based 
programs are designed to assist 
Veterans in exploring their life 
mission, aspiration and purpose; 
learning the practice of mindful 
awareness; goal setting, skill-
building and self-management of 
their health and health care; and 
support in a group setting through 
the process of change.

Martine said course participants 
from all five GCVHCS facilities 
learned to implement the 
program and will be able to 
incorporate core concepts of 

Whole Health into the nine-week 
TCMLH program.

 “As participants of this training 
course, attendees learn how 
utilizing the Personal Health 
Inventory (PHI) can assist 
Veterans in identifying areas 
of strength and opportunities 
for personal development,” she 
said. “Attendees also learn how 
to guide Veterans through the 
process of creating a Personal 
Health Plan (PHP), which is a 
living document that is shared 
with Veterans’ clinicians to help 
Veterans make decisions about 

their healthcare in partnership 
with their health care providers.” 

Martine added that the course 
explores the components of 
the Circle of Health and Well-
Being, which are interrelated 
and could ultimately contribute 
to an individual’s happiness and 
fulfillment in life.

“Whole Health is a new 
approach to care toward which 
the VA is transitioning,” Martine 
said. “Whole Health empowers 
and equips Veterans to take 
charge of their own lives and 
health and focuses on what 
matters most to the Veteran. VA 
clinicians partner with Veterans 
to help them achieve their vision 
of their best life. Asking “What 
do you want your health for?” is 
an essential question towards 
achieving optimal health and 
well-being.”

For more information on the 
VHA’s Whole Health concept, visit 
https://www.va.gov/wholehealth/.

The Biloxi VA Medical Center and 
the Mobile, Pensacola, Eglin, and 
Panama City VA Clinics are all part 
of Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care 
System which is headquartered in 
Biloxi, Mississippi.
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Dr. Tatiana Goldberg discusses whole health strategies with a VA staff member during the 
Whole Health Workshop.

 Dr. Mera Holloway-Paulind presents training on Whole Health Services to VA staff members during the Whole Health Workshop.



From left to right: Tess Finnegan, GCVHCS Activation Coordinator, Brian Duhe, Biloxi Canteen Chief, Andrew “FoFo” Gilich, City Mayor of 
Biloxi, Bryan C. Matthews, GCVHCS Director, Joe Kimes, VCS Region Manager, and Lee Floyd, Navy Veteran and GCVHCS Ambassador, 
cut the official Grand Opening ribbon at the Veterans Canteen Grand Opening ceremony.
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BILOXI, Miss. — Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care 
System’s (GCVHCS) Veterans Canteen Service (VCS) 
opened a new dining and retail facility in Biloxi, 
Mississippi,  Oct. 18, 2019. The brief ribbon-cutting 
ceremony, at Bldg. 21 on the Biloxi VA Medical 
Center campus, featured remarks from Biloxi, 
Mississippi, mayor Andrew Gilich, GCVHCS Director 
Bryan C. Matthews and VCS Region Manager,  
Joe Kimes.

The new VCS facility features more space, twice 
the size of the previous VCS facility, according to 
GCVHCS Engineering Service Chief Jay Tripp. The 
facility measures 16,000 square feet, and brings 
the VCS’s food service and retail store together in 
one central location. 

Tripp added that every effort was taken to 
ensure the historical preservation of the building, 
originally called the “Mess Hall,” was taken during 
the two-year renovation process.

Biloxi VA Medical Center opens new 
Veterans Canteen Service facility
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

Lee Floyd, a Navy Veteran and GCVHCS Ambassador, addresses  
the audience during the Grand Opening Ceremony of the  
Veterans Canteen.
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BILOXI, Miss. — The Ambassador Program is 
the premier strategy for improving the Veteran 
Experience and transforming the culture of 
customer service in Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care 
System (GCVHCS). 

Today, all VA Medical Centers across the country 
have implemented an Ambassador Program as part 
of the national Veteran Experience Program, but I 
must say that GCVHCS surpasses all other medical 
centers in the caliber of our Ambassadors. 

During Welcome, Explain, Connect, Actively Listen, 
Respond, Express Gratitude (WECARE) Rounding, 
100 percent of Veterans provide positive feedback 
about our Ambassadors. GCVHCS Ambassadors are 
kept abreast of all current strategies for improving 
the Veteran Experience and have been assisting 
Veterans with checking in at the clinic and pharmacy 
kiosks; Veteran Experience Provider concern 
cards; Veteran Voices cards; distribution of Inspire! 
Magazines, and recruiting for My Life, My Story.
GCVHCS Ambassadors have also been greeting 
Veterans and families in a friendly and welcoming 

way and directing them to the appropriate Patient 
Advocate (PA) or Veteran Service Officer (VSO).

Check with an Ambassador if you have a Veteran 
that is requesting to see a PA or VSO in Biloxi or at 
any of the Community-based Outpatient Clinics 
(CBOCs). They can be reached at 228-523-6767. Our 
Lead Ambassador is Bob Snyder. Please connect, 
engage, and empower an Ambassador whenever 
you see one and thank them for serving.

Thank you for continuing to support our Veterans 
and all of the strategies we have implemented to 
improve the care we provide to them. Should you 
have a desire to serve as an Ambassador or know 
someone that would like to serve, please contact 
Mary Nelson at (228) 523-5851. 

The Biloxi VA Medical Center and the Mobile, 
Pensacola, Eglin, and Panama City VA Clinics are 
all part of Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System 
(GCVHCS) which is headquartered in Biloxi, Miss. and 
provide a variety of medical outpatient services to 
more than 70,000 Veterans.

IN THE 1ST QUARTER OF FISCAL YEAR 2020
• 93% of active Ambassadors were volunteers.

• 27 Ambassadors engaged and empowered 10,911 Veterans.

• Nearly 670,000 steps were taken. That’s approximately 301.1 miles! 

• An average of 900 man-hours represented a cost savings to the facility 
of $22,887.00 at $25.43 per hour. 

Ambassadors impacting the Veteran 
experience in a positive way
By MARY NELSON, MHA, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System



How long have you worked for VA? 

I started in March 2019.

What attracted you to work for VA?

The VA speaks for itself. I saw the buildings 
going up and I knew I had to be a part of  
VA somehow. 

How does serving Veterans each day 
impact you personally? 

Veterans lift me up! Chapel day is the best. It’s 
the day I volunteer when Chaplain Green is 
here to facilitate a group. That’s the day extra 
hugs are passed out, and I really appreciate 
that. Everyone is excited that day.

By MARY NELSON, MHA, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

In your opinion, why should Veterans choose 
VA for their health care? 

Motivated to care. The respect that I see for the Veterans 
coming into the clinic, and the fellowship that I witness 
among the Veterans is like nothing else. For some, it’s like 
a weekly get together to have coffee with their buddies.

What are you most grateful for? 

I am most grateful for my own health.

Are you a Veteran?  
If yes, what military branch?

I am not a Veteran but I  had an Uncle that 
was an Army Veteran. He fought in 
the Battle of the Bulge. My 
Uncle was a resident in 
the William F. Green 
Home, and lived to 
be 98 years old.

Meet your Ambassador,   Sally Holmes
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BILOXI, Miss. — A  University of Southern 
Mississippi freshman and longtime Biloxi Veterans 
Affairs (VA) Medical Center volunteer was 
presented with a Disabled American Veterans (DAV) 
scholarship and a VA Outstanding Service Award 
during a Jan. 7 ceremony, at the Biloxi VA Medical 
Center in Biloxi, Mississippi.

Gulfport High School 2019 graduate Mary Elizabeth 
Entrekin was presented with the VA Outstanding 
Service award by Gulf Coast Veterans Health 
Care System (GCVHCS) Director, Bryan Matthews, 
during the short ceremony, which DAV Chapter 5 
Representative Bryan Batulis also attended. 

Entrekin, who has volunteered more than 500 
hours since 2015, primarily assisted in the Biloxi 
VA Medical Center’s Social Work Service, although 
she spent time in Recreational Therapy, the 
organization’s Community Living Center, Pathology, 
Safety Office, and Nursing Service.

The Outstanding Service Award is presented by 
VA Medical Centers through the organization’s 
Voluntary Service Program.

Also during the ceremony, Entrekin was 
recognized as a recipient of the Jesse Brown 
Memorial Youth Scholarship Program, receiving a 
$5,000 scholarship under the DAV’s Jesse Brown 
Memorial Youth Scholarship Program. The program 
honors former Secretary of Veterans Affairs Jesse 
Brown and is presented annually to eight high 
school-aged volunteers.

GCVHCS Voluntary Service Officer Robert Davis 
said Entrekin’s volunteer efforts at the Biloxi VA 
Medical Center have created a noticeable impact 
with Veterans, a characteristic he said extended to 
other volunteers in the service. 

“She’s an outstanding volunteer,” he said. “She loves 
working with the Veterans and her heart lies with 
the Veterans in our Community Living Center so 
much so, that they ask for her when she’s not there. 
Her energy and excitement are contagious and 
spreads to the staff and Veterans.”

Davis added that Entrekin has volunteered 
nearly 500 hours at the Biloxi VA Medical Center 
since June 2015 and served as the Chairman of 
the Gulfport High School Interact Club’s Veterans 
Committee for two years, actively encouraging 
other high school students to volunteer at the Biloxi 
VA Medical Center. He also said that she assisted in 
training new Summer Student Volunteers, as well as 
leading volunteer activities for different high school 
organizations at the Biloxi VA Medical Center.

Entrekin is currently enrolled at the University of 
Southern Mississippi majoring in communications 
and political science. 

GCVHCS Director presents outstanding service 
award to VA medical center volunteer
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

Mary Elizabeth Entrekin, accompanied by her mother, Alice 
Entrekin, receives Volunteer Outstanding Service Award from  
Bryan C. Matthews, GCVHCS Director.



BILOXI, Miss. — A Gulf Coast 
Veterans Health Care System 
(GCVHCS) employee retired after 
more than 50 years of federal 
service during a Dec.19 ceremony 
at the Biloxi VA Medical Center.

GCVHCS Physician’s Assistant 
(PA) Murl Dotson, a United 
States Air Force (USAF) Veteran 

and longtime Biloxi VA Medical 
Center employee, was honored 
during the ceremony, receiving 
a proclamation from the City 
of Biloxi recognizing his efforts 
throughout the Gulf Coast.

“It’s been interesting,” Dotson 
said about his more than half-
century of working as an active 

duty Airman and subsequently in 
federal service. “I’ve enjoyed my 
job and I’ve enjoyed what  
I’ve done.”

Dotson enlisted in the USAF 
in 1969, serving as a medical 
technician and flight examiner 
and providing patient care for air 
evacuation flights. He was awarded 
the Air Force Meritorious Service 
Medal in 1973 for his participation 
in Operation Homecoming, the air 
evacuation of 591 former Prisoners 
of War (POWs).

Dotson retired from active duty 
in 1991 and accepted a position 
at the Biloxi VA Medical Center. 
He also was a member of the 
Mississippi Academy of Physician 
Assistants, serving as the 
organization’s president for nearly 
10 years. He was one of the few 
Physician Assistants practicing 
in Mississippi before 2000 and 
was instrumental in advocating 
legislation for the lic ensure of 
Physician Assistants in the state 
of Mississippi.

The Biloxi VA Medical Center 
and the Mobile, Pensacola, Eglin, 
and Panama City VA Clinics are all 
part of Gulf Coast Veterans Health 
Care System (GCVHCS) which is 
headquartered in Biloxi, Miss. 
and provide a variety of medical 
outpatient services to more than 
70,000 veterans.
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Biloxi VA employee retires after 50 years of service
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs, Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

Physician’s Assistant Murl Dotson receives a proclamation from the City of Biloxi 
presented by Mr. Felix Gines, Biloxi City Council, Ward 2.



KNOW YOUR  
PROVIDER

How long have you worked for VA?
I have worked for the VA since November 2015. I 
have worked with Veterans during my training in 
Buffalo and Omaha. 

What attracted you to work for VA?
Inspired by one of my Veteran patients in the 
community who had Gastric Cancer and had a 
delay in care. His dying words were, ” Doc, if you 
ever get a chance to work at a VA, please do and 
help our Veterans”. I have worked with Veterans 
while I was a resident and a fellow in training and 
have been amazed by their strength and positive 
attitude to life in spite of their short comings. 
Their heroic stories, courage and strength along 
with their honor for the country are the very 
reason we are a free nation. 

Dr. Binita Amin
GULF COAST VETERANS HEALTH CARE SYSTEM 
Chief Medical Officer 
Panama City Beach VA Clinic

How does serving Veterans each day 
impact you personally?
The pleasure to return their service by providing 
them with excellent healthcare is the least we can 
do. I am intrigued and humbled with the stories 
my Veterans share with me, it gives me a different 
perspective of life. Some of our Veterans who have 
lost their limbs are the ones that inspire me the 
most by their zest in life and positive attitude to 
the very being. I learn something new daily from 
my Veterans, and at times, lending a healing ear to 
them makes a big impact on their well-being, and 
this itself is a positive impact for me.

In your opinion, why should Veterans 
choose VA for their health care?
Veterans should choose VA for their care as the 
providers are trained to the special care our 
Veterans need, regarding their experiences during 
their deployment or also being in war zones. We 
are here to treat them with utmost respect when 
they come to VA. I have Veterans who come into 
the VA doors and I see them have the feeling of 
honor and pride just sitting in the waiting area. 
When you talk to them and say, “Thank you for 
your service,” they reply that only at VA do they get 
this respect, not in the outside doctors’ offices. 

At VA, we do not discriminate against our 
Veterans, nor do we judge them. They know that 
they will get help no matter what their status 
or situation, we welcome all Veterans, and even 
offer humanitarian help when needed. The 
commitment VA has to Veterans cannot be more 
justified than when our area was hit by Hurricane 
Michael and we were open the Monday following 
the Hurricane. We served our Veteran population 
and their families if they needed medications. 
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BILOXI, Miss. — A Gulf Coast 
Veterans Health Care System 
(GCVHCS) innovation specialist 
received top honors during the 
Veterans Health Administration’s 
(VHA) Innovators Network (iNET) 
Bootcamp on Nov. 21, held in 
Washington, D.C.

GCVHCS Innovation Specialist 
Elizabeth Williams was recognized 
as the VHA iNET 2019 Innovation 
Specialist of the Year during a 
ceremony at the iNET Boot Camp 
at the Kaiser Permanente Center 
for Total Health. The presentation 
marked the award’s inaugural 
outing, something Williams said is 
important not only to her, but to 
the GCVHCS community.

“I’m humbled and honored 
to be recognized as Innovation 
Specialist of the year,” she said. 
“As a member of VHA’s Innovation 
Ecosystem, I am continually 
energized to work alongside 
some of the most amazing 
individuals in VA as well as 
witness firsthand the amazing 
work being done across the 
health care system to improve the 

care for Veterans. The incredible 
work from GCVHCS employees 
are leading the way in improving 
the healthcare the Veterans we 
see and serve, and I’m honored 
to be part of such a dynamic and 
forward-thinking organization.”

Williams received the award 
from Deputy Under Secretary for 
Health for Discovery, Education 
and Affiliate Networks Dr. Carolyn 
Clancy, VHA Innovators Network 
Director of Operations Allison 
Amrhein and VHA Innovators 
Network Director of Programming 
Brynn Cole during the iNET 
Bootcamp, a three-day workshop 
designed to build relationships 
and provide exposure to 
innovation related frameworks, 
theories and approaches 
applicable to innovation projects.

The award comes after three 
GCVHCS projects submitted 
through the VHA iNET Spark-
Seed-Spread Innovation 
Investment Program were 
selected for investment in 
October. GCVHCS Dr. Leslie 
Carnahan and registered nurses 

Cynthia Atwell, Kristin Mate and 
Sheena Strong’s projects were all 
accepted under the Spark-Seed-
Spread Innovation Investment 
Program, something Williams 
said is directly reflective of the 
continued emphasis GCVHCS 
leadership places on innovative 
ideas stemming from the more 
than 2,000 employees at the 
organization.

 “Every employee at the 
GCVHCS is in a position to 
strengthen the VA’s innovation 
efforts and redefine the Veteran 
and employee experience 
here,” she said. “The ideas our 
employees generate can help us 
continue to ensure we provide 
the best possible care we can to 
the Veterans we serve.”

The VHA Innovators Network 
(iNET) introduced the award to 
highlight the work innovation 
specialists are doing throughout 
the VHA to build a culture of 
innovation, and to recognize 
their efforts in designing and 
implementing innovative 
solutions.

GCVHCS Innovation 
Specialist receives top 
VHA recognition 
By BRUCE CUMMINS, Public Affairs 
Gulf Coast Veterans Health Care System

Elizabeth Williams  
GCVHCS Innovation Specialist



Join more than 5,500 Veterans and family 
members who are first to receive the Inspire! 
newsletter by subscribing at the link below.

Enjoy the convenience of having it delivered to 
your email address:

https://www.biloxi.va.gov/inspire.asp
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https://vaww.visn16.portal.va.gov/
sites/bil/PCCCT/Webpages/PCCCT.htm

The Inspire! newsletter is 
published on the GCVHCS home 
page. You can contribute your 
inspirational story to Inspire!
Tell us about a day in your life and 
why you are passionate about 
your work at GCVHCS. Contact the 
editorial staff for guidelines.  

To submit your 
inspiring patient 
story, click on the 
link below:

EDITORIAL BOARD

Vernon J. Stewart
Chief, Community and  
Public Affairs Service
Mary A. Nelson
Patient Centered Care and Cultural 
Transformation Coordinator
Curtis Martin
Visual Information Specialist 
Medical Media Service
Bruce Cummins
Public Affairs Specialist 
Community and Public Affairs 
Service 
 
 
 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE
To provide a forum for employees, 
volunteers, patients and families 
to communicate ongoing progress 
with patient centered care and 
cultural transformation (PCC/CT) 
within the Gulf Coast Veterans 
Health Care System (GCVHCS); to 
foster a climate that reflects the 
health care system’s creativity and 
diversity. You can find out more 
about the Office of Patient Centered 
Care and Cultural Transformation on 
the SharePoint site. We are playing 
a part in transforming VA’s culture!
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www.facebook.com/VABiloxi

www.twitter.com/Biloxi

UPCOMING 
EVENTS:
Federal Holidays:
Memorial Day 
Monday, May 25

Independence Day
Friday, July 4

Photo on the cover...
A float rider tosses beads 
to onlookers at the annual 
Mardi Gras parade held 
every year at Gulf Coast 
Veterans Health Care 
System’s Biloxi facility. 


