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NETWORK 2 PUBLIC AFFAIRS AND OUTREACH POLICY
1.  PURPOSE:  This Memorandum establishes Network policy pertaining to responsibilities, functions and structure for the VA Healthcare Network Upstate New York Public Affairs and Outreach activities and programs.  This policy enables processes to be developed by which a comprehensive range of outreach activities and communications strategies can provide value and support to the VA Healthcare Network Upstate New York.

2.  POLICY:  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach program will ensure that VA health care opportunities and benefits are highly publicized throughout the Network’s Primary Service Areas.  No veteran should be denied access to VA care due to a lack of information.  Public Affairs and Outreach activities will enhance the Network’s role of veteran advocate.  Stakeholders are to be kept informed of Network plans and accomplishments.  All Public Affairs and Outreach information will be accurate, reflect uniformity and be in compliance with applicable statutes, regulations and Network strategic plans.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council will meet on a regular basis to ensure these ends are met through progressive and innovative strategies.  The Council will define project Champions to track and coordinate Outreach and Public Affairs activities deployed across the Network.  Network wide initiatives will be developed each year.  Additional initiatives and projects refinements will be pursued as opportunities arise.  

a.  All media requests received at the facility level are to be promptly forwarded to the facility’s Public Affairs Officer who will ensure responses are coordinated at the appropriate level.  Media inquiries that are local in origin but could be of interest at other Network facilities will be shared.  Some inquiries may have application beyond the individual facility.  In these case opportunities to provide a unified Network response will be pursued.  All national media must be coordinated through the Regional Office of Public Affairs.

b.  The Privacy Act and VA regulations will govern the release of information concerning veteran patients. The Privacy Act Officer will determine what patient information can or will be released.  Patients shall not be photographed within the Medical Center without their written consent.  Questions concerning specific Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requirements or procedures will be referred to the local FOIA Officer. (See 1. e. Below) 

c.  All outreach activities will be shared with the Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council.  The Public Affairs and Outreach Council will recommend funding for outreach activities based on identified priorities.

d.  Printing of Network publications and other materials used for public information will be approved and as appropriate, coordinated by the Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council.  Patient education materials will be approved by the Network Patient and Family Education Council before going to the to Network Public Affairs and Outreach Office for editing, and then forwarded to the Bath VA Printing and Graphic Arts Program for designing and printing.  The Council and/or the Network Public Affairs/Outreach Office will make use of the “Signature Look” for Network wide publications and determine when the use of the signature look is appropriate.  Request for use of the signature look should be made through either of the above.

e.  The Network Printing and Graphic Arts Program has the right of first refusal on printing orders generated within the Network.  They will also ensure that the project and choice of materials will comply with the Network’s signature look when required.  The Network Public Affairs/Outreach Office will be consulted when agreements cannot be reached.

f.  All local Emergency Response Plans will include Crisis Communication components.

g.  The Regional Office of Public Affairs as well as the Veterans Benefits Administration, National Cemetery Administration, Headquarters, State and County Offices will be used as much as possible in support of the concept of the One VA and barrier free services.

3.  RESPONSIBILITY:  All employees have responsibilities under this policy with the following special emphasis:

a.  Public Affairs is a structural component of the Communications Committee and under the Communications Committee.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council will provide oversight for the Public Affairs program at the Network level while individual Facility Public Affairs staff will provide oversight at the local level.

b.  Outreach is a structural component of the Strategic Planning Committee under the guidance of the Committee Chairperson.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council will provide oversight for the Outreach program at the Network level while individual Facility Outreach staff will provide oversight at the local level.

c.  Network Public Affairs and Outreach Officer serves as the Chair of the Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council and liaisons between the Council and the Network Executive Leadership Council.  The incumbent takes the lead role in the concurrence, formatting and/or coordinating communication material and strategic outreach requested by the Network.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Officer will coordinate Network publication of articles highlighting achievements and contributions of the Network and its employees and ensure that veterans are informed about their VA health care benefits they are entitled to receive, know how and where they can access those benefits and that the community is aware of the VA’s expertise in health care, education and research.

d.  Medical Center Directors and Care Line Directors: are vital links and have the responsibility of ensuring the effective implementation of Public Affairs and Outreach activities within local Medical Centers and Community Based Outpatient Clinics.  Local management will maintain both internal and external communications that provide good public information, community relations and liaison with Veterans Service Organizations locally, and within a system wide chain of information sources that communicate what the Network is and what it has accomplished.  Medical Center Directors will cultivate new partnerships with the community (other health care providers, minority groups, military units, media). Medical Center Directors will ensure effective crisis communications are an integral part of their facility’s emergency preparedness and other major public affairs issues.  

         e.  Medical Center Public Affairs Staff: are the points of contact for release of public information.  They are responsible for carrying out Public Relations policy.  They will coordinate the development of all news releases.  A public spokesperson must be identified to coordinate public information and makes and receives contacts with press, radio and TV on matters concerning the Medical Center public affairs and outreach activities.  The Public Affairs staff will coordinate all media contact with Veterans Affairs employees.  They will also ensure that any inquiries having national implications are coordinated through the appropriate VA resources.

f. Network Patient Education Director: will recommend patient and family education materials to the Network Public Affairs and Outreach Office to make use of the  “Signature Look” for Network wide distribution. 

g.  Release of Information Officer: normally located within HIMS serve as the facilities Privacy Act expert.  They determine what patient information can or will be released, and must approve the release of information concerning patients.  In some cases, they may find it necessary to notify the Next of Kin.

h.  Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) Officer: is responsible for all releases that are made under the FOIA signature.  Questions concerning specific Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requirements or procedures will be referred to the local FOIA Officer.  Freedom of Information Act requests are handled by the following facility contacts:


Albany - Manager, HIMS
Bath – Manager, HIMS
Canandaigua - Supervisory Program Specialist, Information Systems
Syracuse - Manager, HIMS
Western New York – Manager, HIMS


i.  Public Affairs and Outreach Council Members: provide local communication and coordination of the Council’s outreach activities.  Responsibilities will include public affairs and outreach activities at both Network and local levels.  Sharing and implementation of “best practices” in both public affairs and outreach strategies and activities will be pursued to ensure the continual growth and improve outcomes.

j.  All employees: function as VA ambassadors and are responsible for taking a active role in positively promoting the image of the Network and its programs, and VA health care and benefits within their knowledge and to cultivate their Medical Center's key publics.  

4.  PROCEDURES:  Network Public Affairs and Outreach activities and programs.

     a.  Emergency Response and Adverse Communication Plans will be maintained at all medical centers that:

1.  Defines a media response team including who will be the public spokesperson(s) for the Medical Center.

2.  Identifies steps for developing Medical Center positions on urgent issues, preferably in a written fact sheet or position paper for reference by all media response team members.  Considerations include:

     a.  What information can and cannot be released in light of the Privacy Act and the Freedom of Information Act.

     b.  Requirements for press releases.

     c.  Responding to the news media questions, identifying difficult and/or sensitive questions that could arise, and handling all issues in a positive manner.

     d.  Determining communication needs and the targeted position to be conveyed to interested parties, including:

1.  VA principals for information, comment, and / or concurrence.

                   
2.  Medical Center employees.

                   
3.  Patients and their visitors.

                   
4.  Congressional, state and local government officials.

                   
5.  Veteran Service Organizations.

                   
6.  Media

3.  Establish a Public Information Center to respond to media inquiries.  Considerations include:

     a.  Designation of room(s) for press conferences, media interviews and other interested parties such as family members.  Separate briefing rooms for each group are needed to avoid the media exploiting the families.

     b.  Informing the switchboard and key people how to direct the news media calls to the official spokesperson and/or designated rooms.

     c.  Arranging for Medical Center staff to escort news media representatives to appropriate areas and securing areas that need to be free from interference or distractions.

     d.  Identifying and preparing the best on-camera, on record employee to represent the facility to the Media.

     b. Outreach Activities will be developed utilizing appropriate demographic data and Network priorities and strategic plans.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council will approve the distribution of the Network resources within its budget.  Funding priorities will be directed towards the development of new Community Based Outpatient Clinics and under served veterans and communities.  To ensure proper utilization of Network resources, the Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council will:

1.  Conduct surveys and other needed studies to determine veteran needs and associated barriers to VA access.

2.  Seek solutions and recommend appropriate actions when barriers are identified.

3.  Determine and deploy best outreach practices consistent with the population and demographics of the designated target area.

4.  Develop a plan for outreach activities and coordinate outreach efforts to ensure uniformity among all facilities.

5.  Utilize multiple promotional activities to maximize outreach success.

6.  Track and report success and continue to identify best practices.

7.  Local facilities are to continually seek ways to outreach and inform and update veterans on their health care benefits.  Network funding for outreach activities will be approved through the Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council in line with Network priorities.  Council members representing requesting facilities, should schedule presentations of their respective requests for funds or other support through the Council’s chair.  

     c.  Internal and External Communications will be designed to enhance the successful operation of the Network.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Officer will be the primary contact regarding Network initiated products.  To ensure proper development of Network communications, the Public Affairs and Outreach Council will:

1.  Develop Communications plans, products, and strategies that identify and address those areas within the Network’s Strategic Plan that have the greatest potential to be influenced by effective communication techniques.  These Communication tools will be designed to support the Strategic Plan through effective internal communications, media relations, Speakers Bureau Program, VSO liaisons, consumer and community relations.

2.  Act in an advisory capacity for monitoring and evaluating the quality and appropriateness of employee, patient and Stakeholder communications.

3.  Coordinate the preparation, approval, submission and dissemination of requested communication products, and, where necessary, work with contractors who design, write or produce materials.

4.  Liaison with and ensure that communication needs identified by other Network Councils and workgroups are evaluated and consistent with Network quality standards.

5.  Will serve in a consultant’s role, advising Network and local management and authors of mass information, recommending effective communication strategies and promoting efficient utilization of Network resources.  

6. Network Newsletters, brochures, flyers and patient education materials will  be brought to the attention of the Public Affairs and Outreach Council or its individual members.  The Network Printing and Graphic Arts Program will clear all work, including mass printings and limited runs.  New requests for these types of communications will be: 

     a.  Referred to local Public Affairs Officer, the Public Affairs and Outreach Office and/or the Network Printing and Graphic Arts Program who will make suggestions to the requestor in determining text format and design. The Network’s signature look will be utilized when appropriate.

     b.  The Network Printing and Graphic Arts Program will determine if they or an alternative printing source is to be used.  The Bath print and graphic arts staff will provide a quote for all projects submitted for printing.  The quote will be provided by e-mail or fax and usually by the next working day.  The print and graphic arts staff will discuss printing specifications and plan a timeline for completion of requested work before accepting each job.  

     c.  Considerations such as quantity, use of color spot color vs. 4 color process, size, camera ready vs. design/layout required, type of paper required, bindery service, stabled/bonded etc. need to be discussed before final decisions can be made.  The “Reference Checklist for Submitting A Printing Order” found in Attachment A should be completed before contacting Bath’s graphic arts staff.

     
     d.  The Network Public Affairs and Outreach Office will ensure the appropriate staff has proofed the text of the final copy before Network publication can be authorized.

7.  All media requests will be coordinated through the local Public Affairs Officer who will ensure responses are coordinated at the appropriate level.  The Public Affairs Officer will ensure Network and Medical Center interest are enhanced and will:

     a.  Establish and maintain professional working relationships with representatives of the news media, responding in a timely fashion to information requests from the media in writing and orally to ensure the fair representation of the medical center.

     b.  Determine the most effective methods for achieving the communication goals, such as news releases, radio and television scripts, Speakers Bureau, personal appearances, brochures, pamphlets, etc.

     c.  Localize material prepared for general release to the media while working with the Network Council and staff in the development of unified action on communication activities that may have significant impact across the Network.  Visits and contacts by national media will be cleared in advance through the OPA Regional Office. 

     d.  Encouraged employees to identify items of interest that can help nurture congressional and public recognition in support of our mission and strategic plans. 

5.  REFERENCES:
MP-1, Part I, Chapter 4; Memorandum No.  10-83-3, DM&S Media Response Plan; VA Public Affairs Handbook; Freedom of Information Act; Privacy Act;

Deputy Secretary Memorandum dated April 17, 1995, Handling of Inquiries from the News Media.

6.  RESCISSIONS:  Network Memorandum 10N2-90-00 dated July 19, 2000.

7.  FOLLOW-UP RESPONSIBILITY: Chairperson, Network Public Affairs and Outreach Council, Kathleen Hider, (585) 241-2037.

8.  AUTOMATIC RESCISSION DATE:  August 1, 2006.








Signed 9/2/03//









WILLIAM F. FEELEY







           Network Director

ATTACHMENT:  A

DISTRIBUTIONS:  Network 2 Medical Centers



         Network Care Line Managers



         VISN 2 Web Site

Process for Submitting Communication Products for

Development, Design and Print

Step One: Development
(
Care/Service Lines developing a communications product for individual medical center use should consider whether or not the brochure should be developed as a Network communications product. If the piece can be used across the Network, Network Public Affairs and Outreach staff will need to review the piece prior to printing.

(
Care/Service Lines developing a communications product should have the approval of their Network Care/Service Line Manager to ensure monies are appropriated accordingly. If it is a Network piece, you will need to work with Network Communications regarding the need, format, etc. Network Public Affairs and Outreach Office will provide the necessary printing dollars for the piece.

(
Network communications products will be reviewed by Network Public Affairs and Outreach staff for format, appropriate use of photos & graphics, as well as readability.

(
Communications products developed for Network distribution will be designed with the Signature Look. Communications products developed for local sites will not have the Signature Look.

(
Communications products will have a print date, appropriate addresses, Telcare & phone numbers, and web address.

(
The Development, Design & Print form will accompany all design/print requests. Items developed for patient use must be submitted with a Patient Education Materials Request Form prior to the start of production.

· Print Shop will forward a final electronic version of product for inclusion to the VISN 2 web site. Network pieces will be shipped to each medical center (per your instructions). Network Public Affairs and Outreach staff also maintains a small inventory of all printed Network pieces.



Step Two: Approval/Funding


Name of communication product:


	


Contact person:	


Approving Care/Service Line Manager:


	


Quantity:	


Funded by/Bill to:	


Identify primary target audience:


	Employees…………………………………………..


    Veterans (benefits information)………………………(


	Other Stakeholders (VAVS, VSO, Gov’t Officials)……..(


	Medical (patients/medical information)………………(    





Type of Product being developed:


	Flyer…………………………………………………(


	Booklet………………………………………………(


	Poster………………………………………………..(


	Brochure (Is it self-mailer?   (Yes  ( No)…………(





Step Three: Submit to Network Printing and Graphic Arts Program


Text must be submitted in a Word document and available on MS Exchange


Network Print Shop will design and forward Network communications product draft back to originator, Network Public Affairs & Outreach Office (if it is a Network piece), and Network Care/Service Line Managers for final approval.





When final approval is given the communications piece will be printed.


After review of proof, final approval by:


Contact Person	


 Network Care/Service Line Mgr.	























Network Print/Graphic Arts Shop 


Print Management Specialists:	Kathleen Laughlin


	Richard Carpenter


Mailing Address:	VA Healthcare Network


	Upstate New York at Bath


	SL/137/78/112


	Bath, NY 14810


Telephone:	(607) 664-4851 or 664-4852


Fax:	(607) 664-4893


E-Mail:	visn2printshop@med.va.gov
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