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NO GUIDEBOOK

James J. Farsetta

Director, VISN 3

“There is no guidebook for a tragedy like this.” 

That is what I recently told the employees in all of the medical centers and clinics across the network.  I also told them as we resolved major issues, managed emergent situations, deployed staff and cared for patients, we have been moving forward without the benefit of any previous similar experience.  During this, the greatest national tragedy to touch our shores, I told them that they are the ones who are writing the new chapters for this guidebook.  

As we learn how to deal with the wounded, the distraught, the families, our own staff’s reactions, the media crush, the traffic, the smoke, the dust, our kids, our priorities and our new lives - we are gathering knowledge and skills that will be invaluable to the rest of  the  Nation.   The  Nation  will  want  to 
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James J. Farsetta, Director of VISN 3, and VA Secretary Anthony J. Principi viewing the wall of photographs of missing victims of the September 11 attack, at the New York VAMC.  Emergency Room Director Jeff Bergman, MD, is in the background.

know what we have learned and the hurdles we have crossed.  We have crossed a few hurdles since September 11th.  

We have not done everything perfectly, but each and every one of our staff has been a hero on and off the job.  I would be bold enough to say that nearly every person in the network has been affected in some personal way by the tragic events. Some of our staff work so close to where the World Trade Centers stood that they watched the entire catastrophe unfold, before their eyes.  Some had loved ones and close friends in the towers who haven’t come home.  

I can’t say enough about our doctors, nurses, mental health professionals and others who cared for the wounded and comforted the anguished. While the wounded  were  few,  they  were  significant and we are now gearing up for the emotional and traumatic impact this event is likely to generate in the weeks and months ahead.  

Our mental health team across the Network is reaching out to those who are at risk.  We have worked closely with VA Central Office on many things in the past couple of weeks, but none more closely than our mental health initiatives and outreach.  Working hand-in-hand with the Vet Centers and their leadership, we have readied the network for the veterans who will need our help.  

Our outreach teams have been staffing family and victim assistance centers around the city and in New Jersey.  It is a difficult task to see and deal with thousands of grieving people as they search for answers and services. 

We are providing medical support to 3,000 members of the National Guard who are providing security to the city and its critical infrastructure.  Life is not nearly normal here and won’t be for many months - and may never be as it once was.  However this is a city of survivors, of people who look forward, not back.  

We discovered just how important it is to have a rock-solid communications and IT infrastructure in place.  At times, the only way we could communicate across the Network was via e-mail.  And when many businesses and hospitals in the city were without phone communications, our team had our telephones up and working.  The Network’s centralized   kitchen   and  laundry  operations 

worked miracles in keeping food and clean linens stocked at all of our medical centers in New York and New Jersey, fighting bridge and tunnel closures, rigorous inspection stops and using VA Police escorts to get around town and into the suburbs. 

We appreciate the support and offers of help from all over the Nation.  We had so many calls, notes and offers of assistance, we couldn’t respond to them all.  However, there have been some areas where we did need help and other networks and medical centers stepped up to the plate.  Most of all, thank you for your prayers and words of encouragement.

I have heard the word “hero” used by some of our VA leaders to describe the staff and the volunteers in VISNs 3 and 5.  I do think that word is very appropriate, but I also believe that each and every public servant across the country is heroic in what they do for their Nation and their community. 

The other day outside the New York City Family Assistance Center, which is located on a huge indoor pier, on the Hudson River side of Manhattan, one of my staff and I stood back silently and watched a young family.  The man and his children placed a rose next to a photograph of his wife and their mother - on a makeshift, plywood memorial wall that stretches the length of an entire city block.  It reminded us of the Vietnam Memorial in Washington, but sadly - every photo here is of a civilian – and it is striking how very young many of them were.  Each of the departed is now a veteran in a new war…and all of us, who live on, are the new soldiers.   

Thank you all for marching along with us.
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