Eastern Montana State Veterans Cemetery Advisory Council

Meeting Minutes

October 13, 2005

Joe Foster, Administrator of the Montana Veterans’ Affairs Division, called the meeting to order at 1 p.m.  Present at the meeting were:

Sylvia Beals – American Legion

Bob Beals – 40 & 8

Dan Dinardi, VFW Post 1579 Commander 

Alvin Jekel, VFW 1579/American Legion/DAV 
Millie Jekel, VFW 1579/American Legion/DAV

Pauline Bolton, American Legion Auxiliary

Clair Bolton, Concerned Veteran/American Legion

Bill Hopkins, DAV

Betty Hopkins, DAV Auxiliary

Ralph Dukart, Jr, American Legion #5

Edith Pawlowski – VFW Auxiliary

Myrtle F. Meissner- VFW Auxiliary

Jess Erickson – VFW and DAV

Alexander Russell – MOPH

Claron R. Sallgren, VFW

Bonnie Curran - Montana Veterans’ Affairs Veterans’ Service Officer 

Joe Foster, Administrator, Montana Veterans’ Affairs Division

E. Wayne Carlson, Cemetery Sexton, Montana Veterans’ Affairs Division

Kurt Holmlund – Eastern Montana State Veterans Cemetery

Diane Metzenberg, Sexton EMSVC

The meeting opened with Joe Foster leading the group in the Pledge of Allegiance.

He asked if everyone had received a copy of the minutes of the Advisory Council Meeting of April 14, 2005.  The minutes were discussed and approved.  He stated he hoped everyone had found the minutes informative. He informed the council members of the ability to read the Cemetery Advisory Council minutes on the Montana Veterans’ Affairs web site.  It can be reached at discoverinngmontana.com/dma/mvad/.  You can find the minutes of both cemetery advisory council meetings, the Board of Veterans’ Affairs meeting minutes, the outreach schedules of the agency’s veterans’ service officers, and many other items of interest.  In the near future, it is planned to have pictures of both cemeteries on this web site.  

Copies of the Budget Report (dated Oct. 1, 2005) were passed around.  Joe Foster stated the budget was in good shape.  He explained that statewide this year, sales of license plates show a drop of two plates compared to last year.  Joe stated this may be a result of higher gas prices and the multitude of other specialty plates.  The division was looking into a statewide newspaper marketing campaign to place an ad in all 82 newspapers for one day around Veterans Day urging veterans to purchase “veteran” license plates in support of the state cemeteries.  However, this would cost around $4,000 and was felt not to be cost effective.  One of the things we are doing is to send a letter to each veteran returning from active service letting them know that the division has services available to them, and also explaining the license plate program and urging them to support it.    We will also send letters to the Guard and Reserve members who will be returning from an active duty tour.  Ralph Dukert suggested an article about the license plate program be included in the service organizations newsletters as well as bringing it up at the district and state conference meetings.  Joe stated we would be more aggressive in our advertising of the program to enhance the license plate sales.   

Joe brought the group’s attention to the bank balance of $416,000 and pointed out that two year’s ago it was over $500,000.  Since that time we have had approximately $180,000 worth of construction projects at the Montana State Veterans Cemetery, and over $150,000 in “upfront” costs necessary for design and environmental study requirements to build the Western Montana State Veterans Cemetery to be located in Missoula.  Once the federal grant for the Missoula cemetery is attained – expected by December 2005, the upfront costs – in total – will be reimbursed to the cemetery special revenue account.  Joe stated that the account is in very good shape. 

Construction Update:
Our most immediate effort at this cemetery has been to get pavement from where it terminates to the maintenance building.  A contract has been made to have this completed the end of October.  We put the contract out four weeks ago.  Funding is coming from remaining funds left from the cemetery’s original construction grant.  We have approximately $16,000 of spending authority left, and it will be spent on the paving – with the rest to erect security fencing for the pump plant.  We also plan to install an awning over the front door.  It would improve the appearance of the building, as well as to keep ice off the cement.  We have discussed the re-leveling of the grave areas.  If we paid to have it done it would cost approximately $95,000, and though it would be funded by a federal grant, we are reluctant to spend that kind of money on that project.   We believe that Kurt can do the job.  It will take some time and may be a little unsightly until the grass again comes up, but is considered the most fiscally prudent option.  As far as the cemetery at Fort Harrison, there are no near term construction projects.
The Cemetery Sexton reported that from January 1, 2005 to the present there have been 35 internments or double internments, 1 memorial, 1 reserve and 1 disinterment; for a total of 41.  Since the cemetery started, there have been 146 internments with 133 lots committed for future burials, 12 double burials, 6 memorials, and 1 disinterment.  There are many people turning their papers into the funeral homes indicating their desire to be interned at the Eastern Montana State Veterans Cemetery.   Kurt Holmlund reported that everything has been going very smoothly in the maintenance and upkeep of the cemetery.  He was able to keep the grass green all summer.  They received many compliments on how nice the cemetery looked throughout the year.
Joe then gave the council an update on the other two cemeteries.  To date, the Montana State Veterans Cemetery at Fort Harrison has had 1803 internments.  Plans for the Western Montana State Veterans Cemetery in Missoula are proceeding on schedule.  The preliminary final design has been submitted to the project office in Washington, D.C.  He said he talked to the project person last week who gave him a couple suggestions, which are valid and will be pursued.  The design is very nice – capturing the Western heritage of the area.  We plan a ground-breaking ceremony in the Spring of 2006.  Construction should take another eight or nine months, with the dedication on Memorial Day, 2007.

Joe then discussed the position of cemetery sexton here at the Eastern Montana State Veterans Cemetery.  Currently, all operations and maintenance has been contracted with Kurt and Diane.  We are in the process of writing a position description, and these two positions will merge into one full-time state position.  It has taken awhile to get this position written because of its uniqueness.  Kurt and Diane’s contracts run to Jan 1, 2006. It is expected that all position description and hiring processes will be complete by the end of November or early December.  If we hire a person prior to Jan. 1, 2006, the existing contracts will be honored.  If one of the contracted employees applies for the position and is selected, then that particular contract will be terminated and the remaining continuing until Jan. 1st.  At Fort Harrison, we have two fulltime employees taking care of the cemetery.  We are very frugal with that.  When attending conferences and state veterans cemetery staffing is discussed, typically similarly sized and active cemeteries have six to eight full-time employees.  In the case of the Eastern Montana State Veterans Cemetery, if the workload becomes more than one person can handle, we would probably contract some of the grounds keeping.  It is not anticipated that another full-time employee will be needed here.  
Joe distributed a hand-out giving an overview of the Montana Veterans’ Affairs Division goals, missions, etc.  He referred the council members to the last two pages which show the number of veterans in each county and the economic impact this division has on the state.  It shows that directly due to the efforts of the division’s veteran’s service officers, Montana veterans received almost $85,000,000 in 2005 in benefits from disability claims, pensions, burials, and other services.  This does not include home loans or GI Bill education benefits.  We are not directly responsible for that, even though we assist in the veterans obtaining them.  The impact says a great deal about the hard and good work that service officers such as Bonnie Curran do for our veterans throughout the state.  

The Eastern Montana State Veterans Cemetery’s new Floral and Decoration Policy was handed out and discussed.  It is the same policy used at the state cemetery at Fort Harrison, and reflects both National Shrine Standards and Montana common sense.  This policy will be posted, and needs to be distributed to all the area funeral homes.  As stated last meeting, this policy was developed due to problems in Helena with the shepherd hooks, pinwheels, stuffed animals, etc.  It had simply gotten out of control, and we were not in accordance with National Shrine Standards.  Regarding this upcoming Veterans’ Day, Kurt Holmlund will be at the cemetery that morning and flags will be erected at 8 a.m., and retired at 6 p.m.  A request was made to borrow 10 or 12 flags for the adjoining cemetery.  Kurt stated they would have that many extra and would be glad to loan them for the occasion.
A discussion followed concerning the need for a bathroom and staging area for the Honor Guard when supporting interments.  Joe stated the Honor Guard could use the maintenance building and its bathroom while waiting for the funeral party to arrive at the cemetery.  The funeral director could call the maintenance building or the Honor Guard when they leave the church/funeral home, which would give the Honor Guard time to get to the grave site.  The maintenance building could be left open during the internment service should the bathroom be required.   Kurt will always be present when funerals are taking place.
The next item of discussion was on water rights.  Joe stated he was not at liberty to give any specifics, but the process is working out in a very positive manner.  We have the support of the irrigation district, and while it will take some time to attain the water rights, it is believed that by next watering season we should have what is necessary to take care of the cemetery.  

Joe asked that the council consider approving the placement of a POW emblem on a veteran’s headstone.  Frank Stoltz had discussed this issue during the last meeting.  Placement of this emblem on the headstone is not specifically authorized by the VA cemetery program; but on the other hand, we try to use common sense in Montana and the POW status is very distinct and worthy of special recognition.  A discussion followed on the pros and cons of authorizing this request, and on placing the emblem on the headstone or in the cement at the base of the headstone.  The council voted unanimously to allow the emblem to be placed on the headstone in a designated area under the “POW” lettering.     

A question was raised regarding “town hall” meetings Congressman Rehberg’s staff is planning to hold throughout the state.  Joe stated the Congressman is planning a statewide tour to discuss veteran’s issue.  These meetings are tentatively scheduled to begin late October or early November, and last about a month.  Congressman Rehberg will personally attend as many as his schedule will allow.  Joe stated that Montana’s Congressional delegation does a great job of supporting our veterans.  The division’s veterans’ service officers will also attend the meetings in their particular area.  

Council member, Alexander Russell, conveyed to the group of the Military Order of the Purple Heart Memorial in Billings, and its new database search capability.  A generous donation from one of the Purple Heart members made this possible.   
The next meeting will be held April 20, 2006 (Thursday)  at 1 p.m.  The meeting was adjourned.
PAGE  
2

