
Alaska State Office Widens Outreach to Rural Veterans

Through a federal grant program, the Alaska State Office of Rural Health (AK SORH) is 
expanding telehealth technology and mental health services for veterans in the state. Alaska is one 
of three states (including Montana and Maine) awarded $300,000 for the second three-year cycle 
of the Flex Rural Veterans Health Access Program; (it was awarded funds in the first program 
cycle as well). The program is part of an ongoing collaboration between HHS and the Department 
of Veterans Affairs (VA) towards implementing an information infrastructure for rural health. "The
federal mandate is to provide access of care closer to home and develop increased collaboration 
between the VA and local providers," according to Tracy Speier, Health and Social Service Planner
and RVHAP Director at the AK SORH.

Speier said that the focus on veterans is important in Alaska because the state has the number one 
veterans population, per capita, in the country. And telehealth is essential in a frontier area like 
Alaska, Speier said, because there is no road system in much of the state--most of its towns are 
accessible only by boat or small aircraft or, in the winter, snowmobile or dogsled. Speier gave an 
example of a veteran in a rural community in Southeast Alaska who has been getting care at 
a VA clinic in Anchorage. A one-hour visit there required three days of travel due to airline 
schedules-one day to travel to Anchorage, one day for her appointment, and one day to travel 
back. "I don't think people realize how vast Alaska is," Speier said. "Now through telehealth, she 
can meet with her counselor through video conferencing technology."

In the last year and a half, the AK SORH has developed a telehealth network from the ground up 
in seven rural, remote communities in Southeast Alaska; trained 150 community-based providers 
on military culture PTSD, TBI and military sexual trauma in Juneau, Anchorage and Fairbanks; 
sponsored VA-approved PTSD treatment training to 19 behavioral health providers; and trained 
health administrators from non-tribal community health centers, Community CAH, and CMHC 
state-wide on how to do business with the VA. "This develops an increased collaboration between 
the VA and rural clinics in order to increase access to and quality of care for veterans in rural 
communities," Speier said. "This could be duplicated in other areas with a commitment by the VA 
to work with non-VA clinics."

Over the next three years, the AK SORH plans to work to identify veterans who are enrolled in 
public assistance programs in the state, to help them access VA and other benefits. "It has been 
challenging to identify veterans in need of services," said Pat Carr, AK SORH director. "Many 
providers don't ask people if they are veterans." The AK SORH plans to use the PARIS (Public 
Assistance Reporting Information System) system in this effort. Carr said that other states that 
have worked with their public assistance agencies to implement this model "have saved significant
funding."

NOSORH hosted a Learning Community Call on Working with Rural Veterans on September 26th
(in which Speiers described the Alaska program). Click here for a recording. 
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