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Celebrating May as Military Appreciation Month 
 

May is National Military Appreciation Month, a time set aside to recognize and honor those who are currently 

 serving in the Armed Forces, as well as the veterans who have served in the 

past. It is a moment for reflection, gratitude, and a renewed commitment to 

supporting those who have sacrificed for our country.  
 

Yet, there is a group that is often overlooked in these conversations: 

incarcerated veterans. These individuals make up approximately 5 to 7 percent 

of the state prison population. Many of them face unique challenges, including 

mental health issues, substance use disorders, and difficulties transitioning 

back to civilian life—factors that can contribute to their involvement in the 

justice system. In response to these challenges, the Veterans Justice Outreach 

(VJO) Initiative was created.  
 

The VJO Initiative is designed to help veterans avoid unnecessary 

criminalization, particularly when their actions may be linked to untreated 

mental health conditions. It works to reduce extended incarceration by 

connecting eligible justice-involved veterans with timely access to VA health 

care, mental health services, substance use treatment, and other benefits. By 

addressing the root causes of their circumstances, the program helps create a pathway toward stability and rehabilitation.  
 

Alaska currently has two Veterans Justice Outreach (VJO) Coordinators, their information is below: 

A key part of the VJO Initiative is the work of VJO Coordinators, who conduct in-reach visits to correctional institutions across the state. 

They assist incarcerated veterans with eligibility determination, enrollment in VA services, and referrals to both VA and community-based 

resources. These efforts are especially critical in preparing veterans for successful reentry into society, ensuring they are not left to 

navigate these challenges alone upon release.  
 

As a military veteran myself, I understand how important programs like the VJO Initiative truly are. They reflect a broader responsibility—

not only to honor veterans in words, but to support them in meaningful, tangible ways. This National Military Appreciation Month, let us 

remember all who have served, including those who may be struggling or overlooked. By extending compassion, resources, and support to 

every veteran, we uphold the values they once defended and ensure that no one who served is forgotten.                               
 

Barbara Mongar  

Mat-Su Reentry Coalition Coordinator 
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Note: For more information on the Mat-Su Reentry Coalition see page 4 

• Gwendolyn Anderson, LCSW 

       Veterans Justice Outreach / Health Care for Re-entry Veterans 

       Email: Gwendolyn.Anderson1@va.gov 

       Office: (907) 273-4048 

       Cell: (907) 306-7199 

• Bill Milliken, LCSW 

       Veterans Justice Outreach / Health Care for Re-entry Veterans 

        Email: William.Milliken@va.gov 

        Office: (907) 273-4047 

        Cell: (907) 202-2268 
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‘It’s Veterans Looking Out For Other Veterans’ 

Across the United States, Legionnaires are in prison. Justice-involved veterans are often overlooked within the veteran community, 

but their stories are all too common. Many veterans face homelessness, unemployment, difficult transitions, and mental health 

challenges. These hurdles are compounded when veterans face a second journey home: their transition from incarceration. 

Incarcerated and formerly incarcerated veterans deserve support that acknowledges their experience during and after military 

service, centers their identity as veterans, and ensures comprehensive rehabilitation.  
 

More than 107,000 veterans are currently incarcerated in the United States. One in three has been arrested at least once in their 

life, according to the Department of Justice.  
 

Veterans Treatment Courts (VTCs), “second look” resentencing policies that honor military service, and other legal alternatives are 

promising solutions that address the specific needs of justice-involved veterans. But only 15% of U.S. counties have VTCs, and 

resentencing practices do nothing to ensure successful reentry after time served. Legionnaires and the veteran community at large 

deserve more.  
 

Justice-involved veterans need specialized support to prepare for their release. To reduce recidivism and honor justice-involved 

veterans’ service, we must implement policies and programs that address specific effects of military service that lead to 

incarceration. Demetrius Bradley is a formerly incarcerated Legionnaire in southwest Louisiana who is pushing for that change.  
 

As commander of American Legion Post 433 inside the Louisiana State Penitentiary, Bradley created the Post Conviction Veteran 

Mentor Program. The program provides veteran-centric cognitive rehabilitation before an incarcerated veteran’s return home to 

promote success in civilian life. The original legislation was sponsored by then-State Rep. Kenny Cox and enacted in 2018. Now 

released, Bradley is partnering with Louisiana State Rep. Raymond Crews to introduce revisions to the Post Conviction Veteran 

Mentor Program through Louisiana H.B. 1109.  
 

The legislation would launch a pilot program in Louisiana to establish a Veterans Transitional Work Facility, veteran-specific 

cognitive rehabilitation curricula, workforce training, and mentorship programs to promote a smooth transition for every 

incarcerated veteran. “We are trying to reform and strengthen that particular program so that incarcerated veterans have a real 

path toward rehabilitation, redemption, and reintegration into civilian life,” Bradley says.  
 

Bradley collaborated with state lawmakers and policy experts to potentially extend his highly successful program statewide, giving 

all justice-involved veterans in Louisiana a fairer shot at building a future upon their release. The program would emphasize 

business industry programs for incarcerated veterans to “gain skills and income on their way back into civilian life,” Bradley says.  

“We want to be there to give them the tools and wraparound services for when they walk out so we can reduce recidivism and 

suicide amongst our veterans.”  
 

The program draws upon Bradley’s personal experience as a formerly incarcerated veteran and uplifts those who have undergone 

similar journeys. It acknowledges the universal connection between veterans and uses shared identity as a pillar of rehabilitation.  
 

“We’re trying to make this legislation reflect the realities of today’s veteran population,” Bradley says. “Every veteran doesn’t end up getting 

justice-involved, but there is some type of trauma they all have to deal with.”  
 

Correctional facilities are home to more than 30 American Legion posts across the country. These posts foster camaraderie in environments that 

otherwise breed division and shame. They provide tools to build confidence and address the specific relationship between a veteran’s military 

service and prison sentence.  
 

Most importantly, they help veterans change their ways. A Maine Legion post has seen a 0% recidivism rate among its released 
members.  “They are going to mentor each other,” Bradley says. “They are going to hold each other accountable while they are 
incarcerated.”  American Legion prison posts provide a blueprint for policies to mitigate the effects of justice involvement and 
empower veterans to take their lives back after incarceration. Bradley’s legislation emphasizes the Legion’s suicide-prevention call 
to Be The One for fellow veterans and proves that we have the answer to navigating a smooth re-entry home: community. Says 
Bradley: “It’s veterans looking out for other veterans.”  

By:  Olivia Baisier / American Legion / Legalities / News; April 16, 2026   

Link to article:  ‘It’s veterans looking out for other veterans’ | The American Legion  

https://www.akleg.gov/basis/Bill/Text/34?Hsid=HB0299A
https://alaskapublic.org/news/economy/2025-11-11/alaska-has-the-highest-share-of-veterans-than-any-other-state
https://alaskapublic.org/news/alaska-desk/2026-04-27/state-lawmakers-are-pushing-for-a-restorative-justice-program-for-alaska-veterans
https://www.justice.gov/archives/atj/fact-sheet-access-justice-access-veterans
https://www.legion.org/information-center/news/legislative/2026/april/its-veterans-looking-out-for-other-veterans


 

Mat-Su Reentry Events: 

• Mat-Su Reentry Coalition 
Team Meeting 
Tuesday, June 2, 2026 
9:00 to 10:00 AM      

The Mat-Su Reentry Coalition    

invites you to attend their Monthly 

Steering Team Meeting via Zoom 
 

• Mat-Su Reentry Forum 
Wed, May 20, 2026 
9:00 to 10:00 AM 

 The Mat-Su Reentry Forum is    

every third Wednesday of the 

month. Services Providers, Field 

PO’s, Case Managers, and any    

others interested in attending are 

welcome. 
 

• Mat-Su Reentry Simulation 
Thurs, May 28, 2026 
10:00 AM to 12:00 PM 
Location: Menard Center  
 

The Mat-Su Reentry Coalition    

invites you to participate in a 

Reentry Simulation. You must     

sign-up by May 25th. 

___________________________ 

For questions, to sign up, or for 

zoom links to the above events 

please contact Barbara Mongar at: 

barbara.mongar@valleycharities.org 
____________________________ 

Knik Tribe Events: 

• Knik Tribe Family Culture 
        Nights — Bi-Weekly,  
        Wednesdays, 5:30 - 7:30 PM; 
        Location:  758 Shoreline Dr.  
        Wasilla, AK;  (Open to All)   
        Compact@KnikTribe.org          
        907-373-7991   
 
 

• Youth Wellbriety Circle    
           Fridays, from 1 to 3PM;   
           Location: MyHouse, Wasilla  
_______________________________________________ 

Chickaloon Village         
Traditional Council  
Events:          

• Wellbriety Talking Circle    
        Wednesdays, 1 to 3PM;   
        Location: Sutton Library 
        More Info:  907-761-3912 

A pair of bills in the Alaska Legislature seek to create a statewide sentencing program 

specifically for military veterans. The Senate version of the bill has only had one hearing, and 

its supporters are doubtful it'll pass this year. Still, they're hoping to generate more 

conversation about how restorative justice programs could help Alaska veterans.  

The Veterans Justice Act would give state courts rehabilitative sentencing options like 

deferred judgements, treatment plans, therapeutic intervention and probation.  

Sen. Löki Tobin, the bill's sponsor in the senate, represents the district that contains Joint 

Base Elmendorf-Richardson. She said the way wars are fought has changed over the last few 

decades — and that's created new and lasting pressure on service members.  

"Consequences of military service have increased rates of PTSD and substance misuse," she 

said, "and the need for us to really take into consideration all those impacts on the person's 

psyche and body and their ability to reason through situations."  

Tobin said Alaska veterans deserve more support in the justice system, and that the bill 

would give state courts more tools for treatment-based sentencing options.  

Similar laws exist in other states, like California, Texas, and Minnesota. And Alaska already 

has two local veteran courts — one in Anchorage and one in Fairbanks. But advocates of the 

bill say that's not enough, and that some Alaska veterans are slipping through the cracks.  

Brock Hunter is the co-founder of Veterans Defense Project, a Minnesota-based nonprofit 

that provides legal defense for veterans in the justice system. In his April 23 testimony to the 

Alaska House, Hunter pointed out that Alaska has the nation's highest population of 

veterans per capita. And he said the new sentencing program that the bill would establish 

would not cost the state any money.  

"This bill is intended to use existing resources within the court system," Hunter said.  

Tobin said work in the Legislature will continue past the current session, and she expects the 

bill will pass within the next couple years.  

Link to article: State lawmakers are pushing for a restorative justice program for Alaska veterans  
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State lawmakers are pushing for a restorative justice  

program for Alaska veterans 

By: Shelby Herbert / April 27 / Alaska Public Media 

                           Monthly Highlight of Resources in the Mat-Su       

             May is National Military Appreciation Month 
                          

•     Veterans Court: Veterans Court is a specialized court designed to facilitate the rehabilitation of    

veterans who are charged with criminal offenses. The Court provides judicial monitoring coupled with 

alternative sentencing plea agreements to help eligible veterans  succeed with their own                  

rehabilitation and return to a productive and law-abiding lifestyle; thereby reducing crime and its 

costs to society.   

• Note: Qualifying Mat-Su Veterans can request to participate in the Anchorage Veterans Court 

        Phone: 907-264-0466 

        Alaska Veteran Court Locations: Anchorage and Fairbanks 

        Eligibility Information: PUB 121 Anchorage Veterans Court  /  PUB 124 Fairbanks Veterans Court  

mailto:barbara.mongar@valleycharities.org
mailto:Compact@KnikTribe.org
https://www.akleg.gov/basis/Bill/Text/34?Hsid=HB0299A
https://alaskapublic.org/news/economy/2025-11-11/alaska-has-the-highest-share-of-veterans-than-any-other-state
https://alaskapublic.org/news/alaska-desk/2026-04-27/state-lawmakers-are-pushing-for-a-restorative-justice-program-for-alaska-veterans
https://www.justice.gov/archives/atj/fact-sheet-access-justice-access-veterans
https://public.courts.alaska.gov/web/forms/docs/pub-121.pdf
https://public.courts.alaska.gov/web/forms/docs/pub-124.pdf


 

 
 

Mat-Su job center staff are available Monday through Friday, 8 am-5 pm, for both job 

seekers and business services. Our current labor market is rich in opportunities to succeed 

and grow. Whether you are new to the labor market, or currently working but would like a 

better job, or you have an interest in training funds to gain a recognized credential, degree, 

diploma, or license to make more money, contact us at (907) 352-2500, or in person at 877 

W. Commercial Drive in Wasilla to learn about our services. 

Mr. Norm Lingley is one of our Employment Services Technicians at the Mat-Su Job Center 

and works one-on-one with reentrants who are returning to the workforce. Norm assesses 

their needs, focuses on their abilities and skills, while addressing gaps that could use 

additional support. Norm provides a multitude of services and resources to assist those with 

barriers to employment in becoming successful. If you are working with a reentrant who is in 

need of one-on-one assistance with any employment and training services, please reach out 

to Norm at 907-352-2525 or norm.lingley@alaska.gov 

The Department of Veterans Affairs holds a Mat-Su Job Club class every Tuesday at 11:00 am 

for veterans who need assistance with gaining employment. The veteran population in the 

Mat-Su Borough is among the highest in Alaska. Please refer any veterans to the VA staff, Jay 

Easter, 907-201-5638, to learn more about the Job Club. Location of the Job Club is at the 

Wasilla Vet Center 1751 E. Gardner Way, Suite B Wasilla, AK 99654 

Our job center is proud of the front-of-the-line services offered to our local Veterans, 

including priority of service for employment and training programs funded by the US 

Department of Labor. Our office has two dedicated staff members who provide 

individualized career and training-related services to veterans and other eligible individuals 

with significant barriers to employment (SBEs). They also assist local employers in meeting 

their workforce needs by connecting them with job-seeking veterans. We encourage 

veterans within our community to learn more about the services we offer to both job 

seekers and employers at the Mat-Su Job Center. Please contact Holly Brien at 907-352-2516 

or Holly.Brien@alaska.gov or Cristal Fisher at 907-352-2524 or Cristal.Fisher@alaska.gov for 

more detailed information. 

Mat-Su Job Center Update Mat-Su Reentry Coalition 

The Mat-Su Reentry Coalition 

is a collaboration of 

individuals, community 

stakeholders, public and not-

for-profit agencies, faith-based 

and business partners who are 

united and committed to 

reducing recidivism among 

returning citizens to the      

Mat-Su community.  

Our Mission 
To promote public safety by 

identifying and implementing         

strategies that increase former 

prisoners’ wellbeing within the 

community and reduce the       

likelihood of their return to 

prison through recidivating.   

We will accomplish this by: 

•  Improved communication 

and collaboration 

between Alaska 

Department of         

Corrections (DOC) and the           

community. 

•  Building community         

partnerships to 

strengthen local services. 

•  Identifying barriers for 

those being released from           

incarceration and taking 

an active role in 

addressing those 

concerns. 

•  Promoting community     

educational and training  

opportunities for those    

releasing regarding            

resources. 

•  Work in conjunction with 

Alaska DOC to inform and 

promote reentry efforts in 

Alaska.  

By: Michele Bentz, Mat-Su Job Center Manager 
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Note: For more information on  the     

Reentry Coalition contact Barbara.mongar@valleycharities.org or go to our Webpage at Mat-Su Valley Reentry Program | Valley Charities Inc. 
 

May Trends: Decades of steady growth shaped a unique 

economy in the Matanuska-Susitna Borough. Here are the five 

ways it differs from the rest of the state. Also in this issue: 

How Alaska's national parks fared during, after the pandemic  

mailto:Barbara.mongar@valleycharities.org
https://www.valleycharities.org/mat-su-valley-reentry-program/
https://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/trends-magazine/2026/May/mat-su-s-outlier-economy
https://live.laborstats.alaska.gov/trends-magazine/2026/May/mat-su-s-outlier-economy

