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Chair's Cover Letter   
 
[Date: January 8, 2026]   

 
Dear City Manager, City Council Members, and Fellow Commissioners,   

 
As Chair of the Veterans Affairs Commission (VAC), it is my honor to present this annual 
report for Fiscal Year 2025. This year has been marked by significant progress in our 
efforts to support Dallas's approximately 40,000 veterans. Our commission has focused 
on fostering partnerships, advancing key initiatives, and amplifying veteran voices to 
address critical needs in areas such as education, employment, health, housing, and 
transportation.   

 
A cornerstone of our work has been the Veterans Wellbeing Assessment (VWA), a 
collaborative project with Southern Methodist University (SMU). This integrated 
assessment combines qualitative insights from veteran forums with quantitative data 
analysis to identify service gaps and recommend actionable improvements. Through 
monthly meetings, guest presentations from veteran service organizations, and 
community outreach, we have built momentum towards a more supportive system to 
make Dallas a welcoming city for veterans.   

 
Looking ahead, we remain committed to advancing the Veteran Affairs mission of 
supporting and advocating for military veterans, guided by the Veterans Wellbeing 
Assessment findings, expanding partnerships, and championing veterans in city policies. 
I extend my gratitude to my fellow commissioners, city staff, and community partners for 
their dedication. Together, we will continue to honor and serve those who have served us.   

 
Sincerely,   

 
 
Charles Ayers, PhD 

LTC (Ret) USA 

Chair, Veterans Affairs Commission   
cc: Kimberly Bizor Tolbert, City Manager 

Liz Cedillo-Pereira, Assistant City Manager 
Tammy Palomino, City Attorney  
Bilierae Johnson, City Secretary 
Shanee Weston, Boards and Commissions Manager  
 

Thor Erickson, Director Office of Housing & Community Empowerment (HCE) 
Jessica Galleshaw, Deputy Director HCE 
James Armstrong, Deputy Director HCE 
Christine Crossley, Assistant Director HCE 
Christina da Silva, Assistant Director HCE 
Shpendim Nadzak, Veteran Affairs Commission Coordinator 
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2. Executive Summary 
The City of Dallas Veteran Affairs Commission (VAC) made significant strides in FY25, 
advancing its mission to support and advocate for the city’s veteran population. This year 
marked the launch of the Veterans’ Wellbeing Assessment in partnership with Southern 
Methodist University (SMU), a data-driven initiative to identify service gaps and improve 
veteran outcomes. 

The Commission hosted monthly meetings featuring presentations from community 
partners, nonprofit leaders, and city departments. It also engaged in policy advocacy and 
participated in key events such as the National Medal of Honor Museum Grand Opening 
and the Veterans Day Parade. 

This report outlines the Commission’s accomplishments, challenges for the 2025 fiscal 
year, and strategic goals for the coming year. 
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3. About the Commission 
The Veteran Affairs Commission represents the city’s military veteran community by 
evaluating and recommending programs, policies, and practices designed to alleviate 
veterans’ difficulties in meeting basic needs, obtaining housing, employment, and 
comprehensive mental health assistance, and serving as a clearinghouse for information 
relating to the status of veterans in Dallas. 

 
 
History: 
The VAC was created on January 11, 2021 by Ordinance No. 31746 of the Dallas City 
Code by adding a new Article XXIX. 
 
Mission: 
To advise the City of Dallas on policies, programs, and services that affect veterans and 
their families, and to promote initiatives that improve their quality of life. 
 
Purpose: 
To represent the city's military veteran community with a balanced membership reflecting 
an outstanding interest in or knowledge of veterans' affairs, including having knowledge 
about veterans' concerns, or being affiliated with a service provider to veterans.  
 
Structure: 
The Commission is composed of 15 members appointed by City Council, representing 
each district. Meetings are held monthly on the second Thursday, from 12:00 to 1:00pm, 
and are open to the public. 

 

  

https://acrobat.adobe.com/link/track?uri=urn%3Aaaid%3Ascds%3AUS%3Ac0aae257-c589-36f5-b540-5cf5fd814304&viewer%21megaVerb=group-discover
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4. The Commissioners: 
Commission Members:   

• District 6: Chair Ronnie Mestas, until June 12, 2025    

• District 1: Co-Chair Dr. Charles Ayers until June 12, 2025, Chair from June 12   

• District 12: Co-Chair Steven Cole, from June 12. 2025   

• District 2: Commissioner Juan M. Preciado  

• District 4: Commissioner Fred Walker until May 8, 2025  

• District 5: Commissioner Gayland Sherman  

• District 7: Commissioner Diane E. Birdwell until May 8, 2025         

             Commissioner Sergio V. Ortega from June 12, 2025  

• District 8: Commissioner Dominique Haskett until July 12, 2025  

• District 9: Commissioner Steven T. Ramos until December 12, 2024    

               Commissioner Glenn R. Hunter from March 13, 2025   

• District 10: Commissioner Michael Westrom from October 22, 2025  

• District 11: Commissioner Scott Chase  

• District 13: Commissioner Ray A. Smith  

• District 14: Commissioner Peter G. Smith until December 12, 2024,    

               Commissioner Matthew C. Bell from May 8, 2025   

 

Meeting Attendance Summary: The commission held 12 meetings in FY2025 (11 
regular, 1 special), with an average quorum of 8-10 members. All meetings were hybrid, 
ensuring accessibility & TOMA compliance. 

 

Staff Support: Christina da Silva (Assistant Director, Office of Housing & Community 
Empowerment- HCE) and Shpendim Nadzaku (Welcoming Coordinator, HCE).   
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5. Summary and Highlights 
Fiscal Year 2025 was a pivotal period for the VAC, with a strong emphasis on the Veterans 
Wellbeing Assessment (VWA) and community engagement. The commission meetings 
featured presentations from over a dozen organizations to build awareness of veteran 
services. Key highlights include:   

 

Launch and Progress of the Veterans Wellbeing Assessment (VWA):  

The Veterans Wellbeing Assessment (VWA), launched in 2025 in partnership with 
Southern Methodist University (SMU), and is the Commission’s most significant 
undertaking to date. 

Research Team: 

• Dr. Monnie McGee (Principal Investigator)– Associate Professor, Statistics & Data 
Science 

• Dr. Jennifer Ebinger – Executive Director, Office of Engaged Learning 

• Dr. Jessie Zarazaga – Clinical Associate Professor, Civil & Environmental 
Engineering; Director of Sustainability + Development Programs 

• Laura Robinson – Clinical Assistant Professor, Applied Physiology & Sport 
Management 

• Dylan Harvey – Ph.D. Candidate, lead researcher 

 

Scope: 
The VWA combines quantitative analysis (service gap identification, geospatial mapping, 
social media analysis) with qualitative engagement (Veterans Innovation & Insight Forum, 
coding of veteran narratives). 

 

Impact: 
The VWA is designed to provide Dallas with its first comprehensive, evidence-based 
roadmap for supporting veterans across education, employment, healthcare, housing, 
and social integration. Aligned with the mission of the VAC, its findings will help shape the 
commission’s path forward and directly inform City policy, resource allocation, and 
strategic partnerships. 
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Guest Presentations and Partnerships:  

October 2024 – U&I Spread the Light: Director of Veteran Affairs Ed Vonder and 
Lead Veteran Employment Specialist, Lakeydra Houston, presented on employment 
and reintegration services. 

 
 

The VAC approved a special recognition for the late Dr. Katina Robertson. Dr. Katina 
Robertson was a 20-year public servant in municipal government, 8-year Navy 
veteran, a founding member of the Veteran Affairs Commission, and served as 
President Emeritus of the City’s Veteran Employee Resource Group (VERG). 
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November 2024 – Military Order of the World Wars: Vice Commander Mark Smits and 
Adjutant Ramon Ramos presented on the Dallas Chapter’s veteran engagement work. 

 

 

December 2024 – Catholic Charities 
Dallas: Director of Homeless, Health, and 
Special Initiatives, Sarah Masih, 
presented on St. Jude properties, which 
provided 442 permanent housing units, 
including 102 for veterans. 
Commissioners formally approved the 
2024 Annual Report. 

 

 

January 2025 – Mercy Dogs Inc.: Executive 
Director Nikki Musko, Vice President 
Mauricio Pinto, and Secretary Bob Gibbons 
presented on pairing veterans and first 
responders with emotional support dogs. 
VAC also advanced the Wellbeing 
Assessment evaluation process. 

 

 
 
 
 
 



9 
 

February 2025 – Office of Homeless 
Solutions & Housing Forward: Senior 
Managers Lisa Rand, Barry Dyson, & 
Alonzo Grape (OHS), and Leah Williams & 
Rae Clay (Housing Forward) confirmed 
Dallas has maintained its status of 
effectively ending veteran homelessness.  

 

 

 

 

March 2025 – Some commissioners 
attended the National Medal of Honor 
Museum’s grand opening in Arlington, TX. 
VAC approved a letter to City Council 
supporting the filling of vacancies & 
adopted new business cards. 

 

 

 

April 2025 – SMU: Southern Methodist University (SMU) was selected as the vendor for 
the Veterans Wellbeing Assessment. The SMU Team: Dr. Monnie McGee, Dr. Jessie 
Zarazaga, Dr. Jennifer Ebinger, and Dylan Harvey introduced their methodology and 
timelines. 
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May 2025 – Veterans Treatment Court: The Honorable Veterans Treatment Court Judge 
Demetrius Blacklock, Section Chief Community Courts Michelle Buendia, Court 
Coordinator Desiree Bailey, and Community Courts Assistant Court Manager Ninfa 
Beltran presented to the commission an overview of the Veterans Treatment Court.  

 

June 2025- Abilene Christian University (ACU): Vanessa Wise, Strategic Partnership 
Executive - Military, Government, and Business, for Abilene Christian University (ACU)-
Dallas, presented to the commission on the multitude of financial assistance programs 
available to veterans and their families to pursue education. SMU presented their May 
executive summary, including geospatial mapping and service gap analysis. 

 

 

 

Additionally, commissioners and city staff 
participated in the 250th Anniversary 
Celebration of the United States Army. This 
event took place at City Hall, in the Flag 
Room. 
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July 2025 – SMU Team: SMU 
debriefed the Veterans Innovation & 
Insight Forum (VIIF). The VIIF had 38 
participants.  

 

 

 

 

Commissioners also reviewed charter 
amendments on subcommittees, received 
reappointment updates, and Certificates of 
Appreciation were presented to former 
commissioners. 

 

 

 

August 2025 – SMU presented findings 
from the VIIF, with 89% of respondents 
reporting satisfaction with the forum, and 
95% affirming meaningful dialogue. 
Coding of themes began. They also 
presented their July summary. 

 

 
September 2025 – SMU & Hiring Our Heroes: 
SMU presented their August summary and 
reported ongoing qualitative coding (1,500 coded 
cells, 10,000 words of analyzed text), hotspot 
mapping, and integration of social media and 
geospatial data. The project also received a 
Hamilton Project Award, securing expanded 
financial backing. Also, U.S. Air Force – Retired, 
Chad Pryor, Program Manager with Hiring Our 
Heroes, U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation, 
presented Hiring Our Heroes. 
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Community Outreach and Events:  

 
Supported the Homeless Veteran Stand Down on October 17, 2024 by tabling at the 
event and sharing our “Veterans Resource Cards” and “Veteran Serving 
Organizations” list. Collaborated with the Greater Dallas Veterans Day Parade 
Foundation on the parade at Fair Park. Hosted Curtis Chalupa, North TX District 
Manager, and Tracy Griffard, North TX District Supervisor with the Texas Veterans 
Commission (TVC), at City Hall to receive TVC’s Appreciation Certificate recognizing 
the City of Dallas for its outstanding support of veteran job seekers in North Texas. 
Represented the VAC at the grand opening of the National Medal of Honor Museum 
in Arlington, Texas. Orchestrated a “Special Recognition” certificate and ceremony 
honoring the late Commissioner Dr. Katina Robertson. 
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Operational Achievements:  

 

• Approved the Fiscal Year 2024 Annual Report, 
• Adopted the Fiscal Year 2025 meeting calendar,   
• Distributed  commissioner business cards to enhance outreach.  
• Addressed commission vacancies by advocating for appointments.   

 

Overall, the year demonstrated strong momentum in data collection and stakeholder 
engagement. The Veterans Wellbeing Assessment is highly anticipated to be instrumental 
in future strategic planning to improve veteran wraparound services.   
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6. Objectives and Accomplishments   
The VAC's objectives for FY25 aligned with identifying service gaps and enhancing 
veteran support. Below is a table summarizing key objectives and accomplishments:   

           Objective      Accomplishments  

Advance the Veterans 
Wellbeing Assessment 

(VWA) 

- Issued RFP and awarded contract to SMU in early 2025.  
- Conducted the Veterans Innovation & Insight Forum 

(VIIF) on July 12, 2025, with 38 participants; analyzed 
post-event data showing high satisfaction.  

- Completed review of 28 city agendas and 29 videos; 
built geospatial database in ArcGIS Pro.  

- Progressed qualitative coding (1,500+ cells) and 
quantitative mapping of veteran populations by census 
blocks.  

- Incorporated American Community Survey (ACS) data 
from the U.S. Census Bureau, Dallas Central Appraisal 
District (DCAD) property and parcel data for Dallas 
County, and Reddit social media data to conduct a 
service gap analysis. 

- Held monthly progress updates, remaining on schedule 
for final report in early 2026. 

Fostering Partnerships 
and Education 

- Hosted 12+ presentations from veteran-focused 
organizations, leading to new collaborations (e.g., with 
Dallas County Veterans Court for VIIF outreach). 

- Participated in events like the Homeless Veteran Stand 
Down and Veterans Day Parade. 

- Approved communication with parade organizers for 
"Special Recognition" during events. 

Improving Commission 
Operations 

- Approved prior annual report and 2025 meeting 
calendar. 

- Filled knowledge gaps through internal surveys and 
business card distribution. 

- Advocated for filling four commission vacancies via letter 
to City Council. 

Honoring Veterans 
And 

Community Leaders 

- Pursued special recognition in honor for Dr. Katina 
Robertson, who served as President Emeritus of 
Veteran Employee Resource Group (VERG), and 
served as commissioner on VAC when it first started up 
until her passing.  

- Explored business card options for commissioners to 
enhance networking. 

 

These accomplishments directly supported the commission’s goals for veteran service 
optimization.   



15 
 

7. Objectives and Programs for the Coming Year   
For Fiscal Year 2026 (October 1, 2025 - September 30, 2026), the VAC will build on FY25 
momentum with the following objectives and programs:   

• Complete the Veterans Wellbeing Assessment (VWA) and Plan 
Implementation of Recommendations: Finalize the integrated assessment 
report by March 2026; and conduct stakeholder sessions to present findings,  
recommending  to City Council the adoption of hotspot mapping and service 
enhancements.   

• Expand Community Engagement: Organize quarterly convenings with partner 
veteran-serving organizations to host joint events, such as expanded job fairs and 
health screenings, etc.   

• Advocacy and Policy Development: Recommend city policies based on VWA 
data, including targeted funding for highlighted areas; monitor and report on veteran 
homelessness metrics quarterly.   

• Commission Development: Fill remaining vacancies; conduct training on 
veteran issues; improve outreach via social media analysis from VWA.   

• Programs: Support annual events like the Homeless Veteran Stand Down, Greater 
Dallas Veterans Day Parade, and Veterans Day activities.   

 

These initiatives will ensure continued progress in veteran wellbeing.   
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8. Commission Recommendations   
Based on FY25 activities and Veterans Wellbeing Assessment insights:   

• Enhance Service Accessibility: Allocate resources to address identified gaps in 
transportation and mental health services, using geospatial data to prioritize "service 
deserts."   
 

• Strengthen Partnerships: Formalize collaborations with Dallas County Veteran 
Services Office & Court, and nonprofits like U&I Spread the Light for ongoing data 
sharing and joint programs.   
 

• Fill Commission Vacancies: Urge City Council to appoint veterans to open seats 
for diverse representation.   
 

• Recommend funding for Veteran Initiatives: Recommend funding priorities for 
Veteran Initiatives: Identify City investment opportunities informed by VWA findings on 
veteran education, employment, and housing needs. 
 

• Proclamations and Recognition: Establish annual proclamations for Veteran’s 
Day and other related military veteran holidays to increase awareness.  

 

These recommendations aim to create measurable improvements in veteran outcomes.   
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9.  Appendix 
 
Abilene Christian University 
https://acu.edu/about/acu-dallas  
 
Catholic Charities Dallas: St. Jude 
https://www.ccdallas.org/services/st-jude-centers  
 
City of Dallas: Veteran Affairs Commission  
https://dallascityhall.com/government/Boards-and-Commissions/Veteran-Affairs-
Commission/Pages/default.aspx  
 
City of Dallas: Office of Homeless Solutions 
https://dallascityhall.com/departments/homeless-solutions/Pages/default.aspx  
 
Housing Forward 
https://housingforwardntx.org  
 
Mercy Dogs 
https://www.mercydogs.org  
 
Hiring Our Heroes 
https://www.hiringourheroes.org 
 
Military Order of World Wars: Dallas Chapter 
https://www.dallasmoww.org  
 
National Medal of Honor Museum Arlington 
https://mohmuseum.org  
 
Southern Methodist University 
https://www.smu.edu  
 
Texas Veterans Commission 
https://tvc.texas.gov  
 
U & I Spread the Light 
https://www.uandispreadthelight.com 
 
Veterans Treatment Court  
https://dallascityhall.com/departments/city-attorney/Pages/Community-Courts.aspx  

 

https://acu.edu/about/acu-dallas/
https://www.ccdallas.org/services/st-jude-centers/
https://dallascityhall.com/government/Boards-and-Commissions/Veteran-Affairs-Commission/Pages/default.aspx
https://dallascityhall.com/government/Boards-and-Commissions/Veteran-Affairs-Commission/Pages/default.aspx
https://dallascityhall.com/departments/homeless-solutions/Pages/default.aspx
https://housingforwardntx.org/
https://www.mercydogs.org/
https://www.hiringourheroes.org/
https://www.dallasmoww.org/
https://mohmuseum.org/
https://www.smu.edu/
https://tvc.texas.gov/
https://www.uandispreadthelight.com/
https://dallascityhall.com/departments/city-attorney/Pages/Community-Courts.aspx
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