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From the Executive Director, Heather Orrock 

As we come to the change in seasons, and the end of the year, it is good 

to reflect on the challenges, changes, and opportunities that we have 

experienced over the last months.  

With the pandemic stretching into its second year, we may have dealt 

with social isolation, job loss, separation from family members or 

relationships, sadness, financial challenges, and more. Many things have 

changed due to the ongoing public health crisis, and we have had to 

make changes to how VOCAL serves the membership. 

The first change was a switch to a virtual office setting. With travel 

barriers removed, our trainings were accessible to a larger audience. Our 

staff can collaborate easily, and our participation in legislative work 

groups, and many other venues was strengthened by our ability to 

participate virtually.  

We transitioned our annual recovery conference to a virtual platform, 

allowing people to participate who couldn’t easily attend in the past due 

to distance, transportation challenges, or cost. We had a wide variety of 

workshops, and offered experience hours, especially valuable as 

organizations were unable to have folks on site. 

There have been staff transitions, too, but with new staff comes new 

energy, new ideas and new relationships. VOCAL is fortunate to have a 

great group of staff members. 

In the coming year, our training offerings will bring national-level 

trainers, with new, needed, and exciting topics for personal and 

professional development.  

VOCAL continues to work on legislative priorities, advancing policies 

and laws that benefit peers and peer professionals. We pledge to grow 

and be responsive to the members and peers across the state. 

And finally, we are thankful to the peers, partners, and agencies that we 

work with. The people we meet along the way are valued friends and 

colleagues.  
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ADVOCACY 2022 

With everything going on at this time of year, it’s 
hard to think about 2022, but the General 
Assembly reconvenes on January 12, so it’s a 
great time, to think about your “hot button” 
issues. Maybe it’s revision and reduction of the 
laws about barrier crimes or having a citizen 
advisor on the behavioral health commission. 
Other issues you may be interested in are 
protecting the rights of individuals in crisis or 
creating mental health peer respites. All these 
issues, and many others, are likely to be 
addressed in the General Assembly. When we 
look at the issues that affect us all, it’s easy to be 
overwhelmed, feel like you’re not prepared, or 
just don’t know what to do. 

So, how do we make substantive change in these 
and many other issues? The legislative process is 
sometimes chaotic, and other times confusing, 
but there’s a way to navigate through it.  

First, a senator or delegate proposes a bill – a new 
law or revision of an old law. The bill can have co-
sponsors with additional senators or delegates as 
patrons. The bill can also have a companion bill 
since the senators consider senate bills and 
delegates consider their own bills. You can find 
the list of bills at https://lis. gov virginia./. This is 
a good site that tracks each bill through the 
process.  

After a bill is introduced, it will be referred to 
committees or subcommittees. That’s where the 
bill is first considered. They will bring it up in 
their meetings, and they usually have an agenda 
online where they list the bills they will be 
discussing that day. This is the first point where 
your voice becomes very important. You can offer 
testimony at the meeting, either written or in 
person. All senators and delegates want to hear 
from their constituents.  
 
You can find your legislators here: 
https://whosmy.virginiageneralassembly.gov/. 
Their contact information is also in the LIS 
website (listed above). If you chose to write, it’s 
recommended to send it to all members of the 

committee. If you choose to offer oral testimony, 
it’s helpful to write out your remarks – it’s easy to 
forget all of the points you want to make, and 
you’ll usually have just a few minutes to make 
your points.  

After discussion, if they approve the bill, it moves 
up in the process. They may not approve the bill, 
or they may want to make changes to the 
language in the bill. However, once approved, it 
moves to committee, if the bill was previously  in 
subcommittee. There are additional legislators in 
the larger group. This is the second time where 
your written or oral input is important. If the bill 
is approved, it then goes to the senate or the 
house of delegates for a vote by all members of 
the legislature. Once they make any additional 
changes, they will vote on the bill.  

If approved, the bill is sent to the opposite 
chamber to be considered there. The process is 
the same. Once both chambers vote on the bill, 
the passed bills are sent to the governor for 
approval or veto. Then, if signed, it becomes law. 
 
Your peer voice and peer perspective are 
important to legislators. Telling your story is 
important – your lived experience is what they 
need to hear to make informed decisions. 
 
This year, VOCAL is committed to working on 
legislation pertaining to barrier crimes. We are 
hoping to reduce the number of crimes in the law, 
and to expedite the waiver process for individuals 
applying to be considered for a job. 
 
Other legislation and budget priorities we are 
working on: 
• Raise the PRS reimbursement rate to a livable 
wage. The current reimbursement rate falls far 
short of surrounding states and is essential to 
positively impact the workforce shortage. 
• Fully fund STEP-VA. This multi-year goal of 
Virginia Behavioral Healthcare transformation is 
only achievable through the continued funding 
and prioritization of the project’s outcome goals. 
• Funding for localities to implement the Marcus 
Alert behavioral health response to individuals in 
crisis. 
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• Paid family leave – VOCAL supports paid leave 
for individuals who need time away from the job 
to address their mental health/substance use 
disorder challenges or personal or family health 
issues.  
• Behavioral health commission – VOCAL 
supports adding non-voting citizen members to 
the commission to provide insight that only 
people with lived experience can provide. 
• Racial justice initiatives – while no specific 
legislation is identified at the time of printing, 
VOCAL will be following bills as they are 
introduced. 
 
The process is daunting sometimes, but the work 
is important, and your voice is vital. Please join us 
as we navigate through the General Assembly’s 
proposed bills. Together, we can influence how 
peers are considered in proposed legislation. We 
say, “Nothing about us without us.” Your voice 
matters.  
 
If you want assistance or would like to know 
more, please contact VOCAL at: 
elizabeth@vocalvirginia.org. 
 

VOCAL BOD Meeting Scheduled for  
January 12 
 
10:00 a.m.-1:00 p.m. 
This is an open meeting, via Zoom and telephone. 
Please email Yolande Long: 
yolande@vocalvirginia.org, if you wish to attend. 
You will then be sent the Zoom link/call-in 
information.  

 
From Jessica Daggett, REACH Director 
 
With 2021 almost in the rear view and a new year 
on the horizon, VOCAL brings you the first in a 
series of articles about the 8 Dimensions of 
Wellness. First introduced by the Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), the 8 Dimensions 
emphasize the eight major lifestyle zones which, 
especially when in harmony with one another, 
contribute to good mental health and satisfaction 

in life. Those eight categories, as outlined by 
SAMHSA, consist of: 

● Emotional 
● Financial 
● Spiritual 
● Intellectual 
● Physical 
● Environmental 
● Social 
● Occupational 

 
VOCAL’s Network News will be taking a deep dive 
into each of these dimensions over the coming 
months, along with related self-care suggestions 
we hope you’ll find helpful in enhancing the 8 
Dimensions in your own life. And as the holidays 
tend to be an emotionally charged time of year, 
we’ll start with the emotional dimension. 

Life can be turbulent, exciting, scary, peaceful, 
and…well, the possibilities are endless. None of 
us can dictate what life throws at us, but with 
practice and patience, we can choose how we 
respond to it. Emotional wellness is being able to 
handle the unpredictability of life, especially the 
negative stuff, while managing your emotions in a 
healthy manner. If you can observe and 
understand your emotional reactions, then you 
can better react and tend to them and make wise 
decisions in a variety of situations.  

Admittedly, it’s no small task to tame emotions, 
some of which might feel like fierce forces of 
nature.  But if you start slow and small, and stick 
with it, it’s entirely in your power to work with 
your emotions rather than struggle against them. 
Having some self-care successes in your pocket 
can make achieving emotional wellness easier. So 
maybe that means setting a goal to get out of bed 
and brush your teeth every morning. Or 
intentionally sitting in the sun for a few minutes 
every day. Or even remembering to check in with 
yourself throughout the day and notice how 
you’re feeling and how you might be able to affect 
those feelings when you’re ready.  

 

about:blank
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Self-Care Corner: Emotional Wellness 

Here are some additional tips to strengthen your 
emotional muscles: 

1. Be honest with yourself: How do you 
really feel (no excuses)? Are you holding 
on to your past? Does your focus tend 
more toward the negative? Hiding your 
feelings only helps you repeat unhealthy 
patterns. 

2. Practice forgiveness: There’s no way you 
can move forward if you don’t forgive 
yourself or others for mistakes made in 
the past. 

3. Eliminate negativity: Being negative or 
having negativity around you drains your 
energies. Practice thinking of yourself 
positively and saying kind, positive things 
to yourself. Avoid negative people and 
learn to accept compliments. Expose 
yourself to positive content. 

4. Prioritize yourself: Putting yourself first is 
not a selfish act. It’s a necessity. Learn to 
say “no” when you need to and let go of 
explaining yourself and your actions to 
everybody. If you’re a people pleaser, 
accept you can’t please everyone and start 
protecting your time and energy. 

5. Work on setting healthy boundaries: Pay 
attention to how others treat you and 
protect your emotions accordingly. 
Boundaries create mindful and necessary 
limits in your relationships. It’s important 
to know and handpick the people and 
things that are right for you and limit or 
avoid the others.  

6. Practice gratitude: Our minds tend to get 
stuck on negative experiences and 
thoughts, which is why it’s important to 
intentionally practice gratitude daily. 
Some people slip positive thoughts into a 
gratitude jar or journal. Others take a few 
minutes in the morning or before going to 

bed to think on the big and little acts of 
beauty they’ve encountered in a day. 

7. Express yourself: Talking about how you 
feel is very therapeutic and will help you 
heal faster, so whether you speak with a 
trusted friend, a loved one, or a mental 
health professional, be clear and 
transparent with your feelings. It’s 
important to your emotional wellness. 

8. Do the things you enjoy: A big part of 
emotional wellness is finding activities 
that bring you joy and weaving them into 
your life. Always remember, no matter 
what your day-to-day responsibilities, to 
take time out to have some fun and do 
what you love. 

News You Can Use/Events 
 

From National Alliance on Mental Illness 

(NAMI): “What Should I Gift My Loved 

One with Mental Illness” 

What Should I Gift My Loved One with Mental 

Illness? | NAMI: National Alliance on Mental 

Illness 

 

From “The Best Brain Possible: How to 

Stop the Negative Thought Loop in Your 

Mind” 

https://thebestbrainpossible.com/negative-

thought-mind-rumination-self-distancing/ 

 

The Up Center Offers Online Revive! 

Training 

December 28 

7:00 p.m.-8:15 p.m. 

REVIVE! is the Opioid Overdose and Naloxone 

Education (OONE) program for the 

Commonwealth of Virginia. 

For more information, contact Christopher 

Brydge: 757-965-8661, or 

Christopher.Brydge@TheUpCenter.org. 

 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


 

5 

On Our Own Charlottesville Offers New 

Group: "Seeking Safety" 

Every Thursday, beginning January 6  

1:30 p.m.-2:30 p.m. 

This group is open to everyone seeking healing 

from trauma. 

For more information, call 434-979-2440. 

 

Peer Recovery RVA Offers In-Person 

DBHDS Peer Recovery Specialist Training  

Consecutive Saturdays from January 8-March 12 

9:00 a.m.-4:00 p.m. 

This 72-hour training is designed for individuals 

18 and over who have lived experience with 

mental health and/or substance use challenges, 

and will be held in the Richmond metropolitan 

area. 

For more information, contact Jim Kochany: 

peerrecoveryrva@gmail.com, or apply at 

vaprs.org and select training #1039. 
 

Registration Now Open for the VACSB 
2022 Virtual Legislative Conference 
January 18 
10:00 a.m.-1:00 p.m. 
Register here. 
 
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 
Help prevent suicide. The Lifeline provides free, 
24/7, confidential support for people in distress.  
Reach out. 
Call 1-800-273-8255. 
 

Veterans Crisis Line 
If you’re a Veteran in crisis or concerned about 
one, there are caring, qualified VA responders 
standing by to help 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
The Veterans Crisis Line is a free, anonymous, 
confidential resource that’s available to anyone, 
even if you’re not registered with VA or enrolled 
in VA health care. 
Reach out. 
Call 1-800-273-8255, and press #1. 

 

From Where I Sit: Creative Offerings 

from Members and Friends 

The following submissions, “To Dream of 

Dancing” and “Offering” are based on actual real-

life experiences by the author, Ann Catherine 

Braxton. 

 

To Dream of Dancing  

 

Her legs were cocooned by braces 

But her smile was healthy and vibrant  

Invigorated by the music of Tchaikovsky  

Whose immortal score 

Transcended the worlds of dark, light, and  

Make-believe  

In her heart, she is as graceful as Clara 

In the arms of the Nutcracker Prince  

Hope gives her fairy wings  

And the Great Choreographer of Eternity  

Extends the promise 

“The blind will see,” “The deaf will hear”, “The 

lame will walk.” 

Add to that...All little girls will dance. 

 

Offering  

 

I was people-watching at a rest stop 

When I met him 

He'd seen upwards of five decades  

And he had a limp 

Even before I saw the writing  

On his baseball cap  

I knew 

And I knew I wasn't there 

When his nightmares began  

I wasn't there when his comrades fell 

I wasn't there when he lost 

His innocence to gunfire  

I wasn't there when he trampled  

Through rainy foreign soil  

I wasn't there when he felt 

The uncertainty of every second  

And I wasn't there when he was welcomed home  

Not with ticker tape but red tape  

But I was there that day 

In that moment, to tell him 

"Thank you." 

about:blank
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1st Quarter Newsletter Deadline 

The deadline the next issue of the “Network 
News” is February 14. 2022. Send in submissions 
via email to Yolande Long at 
yolande@vocalvirginia.org, or by postal mail to: 
7400 Beaufont Springs Drive, Suite 300 -#3008, 
Richmond, Virginia 23225. 
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