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Department Commander  

      Jerome Goolsby 

 
It’s time for the 107th Department Convention! 

I hope to see us celebrate our accomplishments, 

recognize and award Legionnaires and those who 

have excelled in our youth programs and share in comradery with 

others in our Legion Family. 

We will also be electing the officers who will lead our Department 

forward in the 2026 – 2027 Program Year.  

I would like to thank the Department for allowing me the privilege of 

serving as Department Commander for the 2025 – 2026 Program Year. 

I very much appreciate all the hard work you’ve done this year. I 

believe we’ve finally gotten all the rust knocked off from the 2020 

COVID Pandemic and our programs are almost back to full operation 

level. I believe our long-term financial plans are also on a good path. 

While our Membership Drive didn’t quite get to where we needed it to  

go, I appreciate the strong effort and leadership of Senior Vice 

Commander Slocum and everyone on the Membership Committee and 

all of you who worked membership at your respective Posts. If we 

continue this year’s efforts going forward, I believe our membership 

will improve. 

I know our National Officers who visited our Department were very 

pleased with our operations and the hospitality that was shown to 

them. Those who hosted events for them did yourselves proud and 

showed our entire Department in a wonderful light. Well done, one and 

all, and thank you for your efforts on our behalf. 

Our nation needs us to continue our efforts to fulfill the obligations in 

our Preamble and help strengthen the foundation of our country. In my 

comments when I took office last year, I stated a line from a song I’d 

heard – “the world won’t get no better if we just let it be”. Thank you 

for not just letting things be. 

Thank you and may the good Lord bless and keep you.      

 

 

 

Department President 

       Wanda Kinder 

American Legion Auxiliary Prepares for 105th 

Annual Convention 

 Members of the American Legion Auxiliary 

Department of Missouri will gather this summer for 

their 105th Annual Convention, a multi-day event filled with 

leadership meetings, community-focused discussions, and ceremonial 

traditions honoring veterans and their families. 

The convention, scheduled for July 9–12, 2026, is expected to bring 

together Auxiliary leaders and members from across the state to 

review the past year’s work, elect new officers, and plan initiatives for 

the future. The event will open Thursday afternoon with registration 

and a Department Executive Committee meeting, where leaders 

representing districts throughout Missouri will convene to discuss 

organizational business and committee reports.  

Friday marks the official start of general sessions, beginning with a 

formal processional that includes district presidents, past department 

presidents, and current officers. The opening ceremony will feature the 

presentation of colors, the Pledge of Allegiance, and the national 

anthem, followed by welcoming remarks from Department President 

Wanda Kinder and other officers.  

 

A highlight of the day will be the “Poppy Parade,” an event 

symbolizing remembrance of fallen service members. Leadership 

introductions and committee reports will follow, along with remarks 

from American Legion leaders and guest speakers addressing issues 

such as support for women veterans and assistance programs like the 

Auxiliary Emergency Fund.  

Throughout Friday afternoon, members will reconvene to hear reports 

on key initiatives, including children and youth programming, 

education efforts, community service, and veterans’ advocacy. 

Representatives from Veterans Affairs medical centers and state 

veterans homes are also scheduled to provide updates on services 

across Missouri.  

Saturday’s agenda will focus heavily on membership and governance. 

A membership parade and division reports will highlight progress 

across the state, followed by essential convention business, including 

the nomination and election of department officers for 2026–2027. 

Delegates will also be selected to represent Missouri at the national 

convention.  

Additional presentations will showcase programs such as Girls State, 

public relations initiatives, and veteran outreach. A special guest 

speaker from Fisher House St. Louis is scheduled to address attendees, 

emphasizing support services for military families.  

The convention will conclude Sunday with a memorial service 

honoring deceased members, the installation of new officers, and final 

announcements. The closing ceremony will include the retirement of 

colors and adjournment of the session.  

Organizers note that the convention not only serves as a business 

meeting but also as a celebration of service, camaraderie, and ongoing 

commitment to veterans, their families, and communities across 

Missouri. 
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Membership Corner  
Senior Vice Commander  
Alex Slocum    
 

     I would like to congratulate all the posts 
and districts within the Department of 

Missouri who have met their membership goal this year.  
Having been a post and district commander, I know reaching 
that milestone is a challenge.  I thank the commanders, 
adjutants, membership chairman and all the members for their 
efforts. 

     Looking at our membership numbers we picked up over 
1,000 new members.  That is a good thing but that means there 
are over 2,000 members who paid dues for 2025 but didn’t pay 
2026 dues.  Why didn’t those 2,000 plus members renew? 

     I know some have passed away that post are unaware of and 
still show on our rosters. With each member who passes away 
who didn’t pay dues you have to recruit two members to 
increase your membership.      

     Another reason for not doing better in membership is over 
100 posts didn’t recruit a single new member or even complete 
a transfer into their post.  Many others only had one new or 
transferred member.  You can’t grow without new members. 

     Earlier this year I emailed over 3,000 members who hadn’t 
renewed to try and get them to pay their 2026 dues.  I never 
heard from 99.9% of those I emailed.  A few responded back 
with the reason they weren’t renewing.    

    None of them said they were struggling financially and 
couldn’t afford the dues.  A couple were not happy with our 
national organization.  Most of those who responded back were 
not happy with the post.  They went to the post for help and the 
post never assisted them.  Members lost who will never return. 

     As we move into the 2027 membership year you will see 
renewal notices sent out the first week in July and then again in 
October 2026, November 2026, January 2027, March 2027 and 
May 2027.   

     It will be up to the incoming national commander to establish 
our 2027 goal.  Regardless of our new goal, national renewal 
target dates are already established with 50% due by September 
10, 2026.  Renewal percentages will go up by 5% each month 
from then on (except December which goes up 10%). 

     It is hard for a post or district to have continued success from 
one membership year to the next.  For the post and districts who 
didn’t do so well membership wise in 2026 you can have success 
in 2027 with the right amount of effort.  Start early and keep up 
the hard work through the entire membership year. 
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2026  Award Winners 

 Distinguished 
Legionnaire of the Year 
Melanie Klingeman  

 

The American Legion, Department of 

Missouri Distinguished Legionnaire Award is 

awarded to living members of The American 

Legion who have rendered and continue to render outstanding and 

even sacrificial service to The American Legion and its programs, For 

God and Country.” 

St Louis Service Women’s Post 404, and the 11/12th District of The 

Department of Missouri nominated Legionnaire Melanie Klingeman.  

Legionnaire Klingeman served in the US Army honorably from July 

1979 until she retired honorably in August 2001.   

Legionnaire Klingeman joined the St Louis Service Women’s Post 404 

in 2004.  She has served Post 404 as 2nd Vice Commander, 1st Vice 

Commander and Commander from 2022 to 2024.  As the 1st vice 

commander, she exceeded Post 404’s membership goal to 101% in 

2022 and received an award from The Department of Missouri.   

Legionnaire Klingeman demonstrated her dedication to The American 

Legion and her community by volunteering with the approval of The 

Department of Missouri, to coordinate the restoration of the American 

Legion Monument located in St Louis Missouri, the location where 

The American Legion was founded in 1919.  The monument was 

dedicated on September 6, 1942, and was in desperate need of repair.  

Legionnaire Klingeman has exemplified her devotion to The American 

Legion and her community as a member of District 11/12 and elected 

in several executive management position, also as a National Security 

Council member.  Legionnaire Klingeman has served the 11/12 district 

as historian from 2011-2015 where she completed a Commanders 

pictorial album of all activities the five years; she has been Vice 

Commander 2013-2024, Senior Vice Commander 2014 and 2025, she 

has also been the Commander of the 11/12th district 2016-2017. 

**************************************** 

Oratorical Contest 
Winner                            
Tess Lehman 
The Department of Missouri is proud to 

announce Tess Lehman, a junior at Palmyra 

High School in Palmyra Missouri as our 

State Oratorical winner for 2026, winning a 

$5,000 scholarship.  Giving her oration titled 

“Speech is Power.” 

Tess is from Taylor, Missouri, who splits her 

time between homeschooling and Palmyra High School. She is 

sponsored by Boots-Dickson American Legion Post 174 in Palmyra, 

Missouri, and was a semifinalist in the American Legion National 

Oratorical Contest. Tess is actively involved in the Quincy Area 

Concert Choir, the Palmyra High School track team, and her church 

youth group. She has a heart for serving others, participating in 

mission trips to Sunset Gap, Tennessee, and the Navajo Reservation in 

New Mexico, and volunteering at the Palmyra Food Pantry. In her free 

time, Tess enjoys playing piano, running, working on puzzles, 

traveling, and using her love of public speaking to connect with and 

inspire people wherever she goes.    

**************************************

Legion Rider of Year 
          Anita Backues 
The Department of Missouri American 

Legion Riders proudly recognizes Anita 

Backues as the Missouri American Legion 

Rider of the Year for her outstanding 

dedication, volunteerism, and continued 

service to veterans, families, and the 

American Legion Family. 

Anita earned her American Legion Auxiliary eligibility through her 

husband’s service in the United States Army from 1981 to 1984 and 

has been a continuous member of the American Legion Family since 

2013. She is a member of American Legion Auxiliary Unit 317 in 

Freeburg, Missouri, and has been an active American Legion Rider 

since 2013, beginning with Chapter 5 in Jefferson City and currently 

serving with Chapter 152 in Ashland. 

Anita’s commitment to service extends throughout every level of the 

organization. At her home Unit 317, she supports numerous unit and 

post fundraisers each year, including the highly successful annual pork 

burger BBQ that has become a favorite community event. She has also 

faithfully served as American Legion Auxiliary District 8 Chaplain for 

the past two years. 

As a charter member of American Legion Riders Chapter 152, Anita 

has become a driving force behind the chapter’s success and continued 

growth. Her dedication to fundraising and community involvement has 

helped the chapter earn recognition as a past Small Chapter of the Year 

recipient. Through her efforts supporting the chapter’s “Breakfast with 

Santa” fundraiser, Chapter 152 has donated more than $6,000 over the 

last five years. 

Anita is also deeply involved in honoring veterans and first responders 

across Missouri. She regularly participates in motorcycle escorts, 

memorial rides, and flag lines, providing support and respect to 

families during important and difficult moments alike. Whether 

traveling across Missouri or on rides throughout the country, she 

makes it a point to visit veterans’ cemeteries and historic 

battlegrounds, reflecting her deep appreciation for those who served 

before us. 

Riding alongside her husband and averaging more than 10,000 

motorcycle miles each year, Anita proudly represents the American 

Legion Riders everywhere she goes. Her professionalism, compassion, 

and willingness to volunteer exemplify the values of the American 

Legion Family and the mission of the American Legion Riders. 

The Department of Missouri proudly congratulates Anita Backues on 

being named Missouri American Legion Rider of the Year and thanks 

her for her continued service and dedication to veterans, communities, 

and the American Legion Family. 
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2026-2027  Proposed Department Budget  
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Candidates for Office 

Alex Slocum – Candidate for 

Department Commander  

Matthews – Crawford Post and the 6th district of 

The American Legion Department of Missouri has 

a Legionnaire that is deserving of your 

consideration for the office of Commander for The 

American Legion of Missouri. 

Legionnaire Alex Slocum gained his eligibility in The American 

Legion by serving in the United States Air Force for 20.5 years and 

retired on February 1, 2020. Legionnaire Slocum had duty assignments 

in the United States, Germany, Korea, Philippines, and England. Alex 

has also had three deployments to Saudi Arabia. Alex retired as an Air 

Force civilian employee with the 509th Bomb Wing at Whiteman Air 

Force, after 45 years of combine service with the United States Air 

Force.  

Legionnaire Slocum is an active member of Matthews – Crawford Post 

131 in Warrensburg, Missouri for 21 years. Legionnaire Slocum has 

held post level positions of Commander, Adjutant, Historian and 

Sergeant-at-Arms. He served the Sixth District Commander and Zone 

III Vice Commander Position.  

As post commander Legionnaire Slocum was 100 percent members 

post commander for two consecutive years.  For the 2024 membership 

year, he was the only district commander within the department to 

reach 100% of the membership goal.  He was also the Departments 

Recruiter of the year.  As post historian his history yearbook won first 

place at the National Historian Competition three times and garnered a 

second-place finish one other year. Alex is a past “Legionnaire of the 

Year” for his post, district, and department. Alex currently is the 

chairman of the ROTC Committee and serves on the Education and 

Scholarship Committee and the Department Commander’s Sub-

Committee.  

Legionnaire Slocum is also a life member of Veterans of Foreign Wars 

Post 2513 in Warrensburg, and a life member of the Disabled 

American Veterans, Oliver Buehrle Chapter 17 in Jefferson City.  

The American Legion Department of Missouri 6th District endorses 

Legionnaire Alex Slocum for the position of Commander for the 2026-

2027 term.  

******************* 

Lloyd Miller - Candidate for Sr. Vice 

Commander  

Monroe County Post 221 and the 1st  District of The 

American Legion Department of Missouri has a 

Legionnaire that is deserving of your consideration for 

the office of Senior Vice Commander for The 

American Legion of Missouri. 

Legionnaire Lloyd Miller gained his eligibility in The American 

Legion though his service in the in the United States Navy from 1966 

to 1971, receiving an Honorable Discharge. 

Lloyd is an active and committed member of the  Monroe County Post 

221 and has served his post as Chaplain, 2nd Vice Commander, 1st Vice 

Commander, and Commander; Lloyd has served the First District as 

Commander.  Lloyd has served as the Zone 1 Vice Commander and 

currently services on the Departments Children and Youth 

Commission, County Government Committee, State Youth 

Government Committee Chair, Veterans Affairs and Rehab Committee 

and on The Boys State Commission.  

Legionnaire Miller has unquestionably demonstrated his qualities in 

leadership, knowledge, and devotion to The American Legion, he 

currently serves on the Paris Chamber of Commerce Board, 

Jacksonville Assistance League Board of The Missouri Veterans 

Cemetery, an active member of the Paris Rotary Club, an active 

member of the Paris United Methodist Church, an active volunteer for 

Monroe County 4-H and as Owner/Administrator of Miller Resident 

Care of Paris Missouri.  Lloyd has volunteered and been supportive of 

many other community organizations.  

The Monroe County American Legion Post 221 and the first district of 

The American Legion, Department of Missouri endorses Legionnaire 

Lloyd Miller for the office of Senior Vice Commander for The 

American Legion Department of Missouri. 

******************* 

John R. Buckwalter – Candidate 

for Finance Officer  

MacDougall – Lowe Post 20 and the 1st District 

of  The American Legion Department of 

Missouri has a Legionnaire that is deserving of 

your consideration for the office of Finance 

Officer for The American Legion of Missouri. 

Legionnaire John R. Buckwalter established his eligibility in The 

American Legion by his service in the United States Army from  

December 19, 1971, when he received a commission as a Second 

Lieutenant, Corps of Engineer though the Army ROTC program at the 

University of Missouri-Rolla until July 31, 1996 when he retired as a 

Lieutenant Colonel after 24 years 7 months of active service. 

John has been a member of MacDougall – Lowe Post 20 since 1996 

and has served Post 20 as Sergeant at Arms, Adjutant, Post 

Commander and is currently serving the as the Post Finance Officer. 

Legionnaire Buckwalter has served  the First District as Adjutant , 

Finance Officer, Vice Commander, and Commander. Legionnaire 

Buckwalter has served the Department of Missouri as Zone 1 Vice 

Commander, Finance Officer 2018-2023, Senior Vice Commander 

2023-2024 and Department Commander 2024-2025 and was appointed 

Finance Officer at the 2025 Fall Department Executive Committee to 

complete the 2024-2026 term following the resignation of the 

incumbent finance officer.   

The MacDougall – Lowe Post 20 and the 1st  District of The American 

Legion, Department of Missouri endorses Legionnaire John R. 

Buckwalter for the office of Finance Officer for The American Legion 

Department of Missouri. 

**************** 
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Rachel Merlos – Candidate for 

Department Chaplin  

Heartland Women Veterans Post 1107  and the 5th   

District of The American Legion Department of 

Missouri have a Legionnaire that is deserving of 

your consideration for the office of Department 

Chaplain for The American Legion of Missouri. 

Legionnaire Rachel Anne Merlos gained her eligibility in The 

American Legion though her service in the United States Army 

Reserves from 1997-2005. 

Legionnaire Merlos is an active and committed member of Heartland 

Women Veterans American Legion Post 1107 and has been an active 

and dedicated member of The American Legion.  

Legionnaire Merlos has serviced Heartland Women Veterans Post 1107 

as Commander for four years and is currently serving as the First Vice 

Commander.  Legionnaire Merlos has served as District 5 Adjutant for 

6 years and serves as the 5th District Oratorical Chairperson.  She is 

currently serving on the Department Children and Youth Committee 

and the Economic Committee. 

The Heartland Women Veterans Post 1107 and  5th District of The 

American Legion Department of Missouri endorse Legionnaire Rachel 

Anne Merlos for the high office of Department of Missouri Chaplain 

for 2026-2027.   

******************* 

John D. Lomax  - Candidate for 

Chaplain  

Boots – Dickson Post 174  and the 1st  District of 

The American Legion Department of Missouri 

has a Legionnaire that is deserving of your 

consideration for the office of Department 

Chaplain for The American Legion of Missouri. 

Legionnaire John David Lomax gained his eligibility in The American 

Legion though his service in the United States Navy from March 30, 

1992 to April 1, 2013, when he retired after 21 years of Reserve and 

Active Service. 

Legionnaire Lomax has been a member of Boots – Dickson Post 174 

in Palmyra since 2013 and has served Post 174 as Commander since 

2024. Legionnaire Lomax has served the First District as Vice 

Commander since 2025. 

Legionnaire John David Lomax has demonstrated his abilities to serve 

as chaplain for the Department of Missouri by his service as acting 

Chaplain of Detachment of 0815 of Seabee Battalion 15, USN, Trustee 

& lay minister for Ewing Missouri Baptist Church, Trustee for Mission 

Hill Baptist Church in Palmyra Missouri and Worship Leader and 

Associate Pastor for the Warren Missouri Christian Church.  

The leadership of Post 174 believes that John David Lomax meets all 

of the qualification outlined for service as the Department Chaplain.  

Boots – Dickson Post 174 and the 1st  district of The American Legion, 

Department of Missouri endorses Legionnaire John David Lomax for 

the office of Chaplain for The American Legion Department of 

Missouri. 

 

 

Harry T. Barnes Jr.  - Candidate 

for Zone 4 Commander  

Peebles – Vaughn – Wideman Post 253  and the 

13th District  of The American Legion 

Department of Missouri has a Legionnaire that is 

deserving of your consideration for the office of 

Zone 4 Vice Commander for The American Legion of Missouri: 

Legionnaire Harry T. Barnes Jr. 

Legionnaire Barnes has been an active member of The American 

Legion since 2010, he became eligible though his service in United 

States Army from 1971 to 1974; and received an honorable discharge. 

Legionnaire  Barnes is an active and dedicated member of Peebles – 

Vaughn – Wideman Post 253 and has served as Post Commander for 

four years, 1st Vice Commander for two years  and adjutant for two 

years.  Legionnaire Barnes has served as the Thirteenth District Vice 

Commander from 2019-2021 and the fourteenth district commander 

from 2021-2023; Harry  is currently serving on Post 253 Funeral 

Honors Team.  While being a Post Commander and Vice Commander 

for 8 years Legionnaire Barnes post earned the Department’s Toot-

Our-Horn award each year.  While being a District Commander 

Legionnaire Barnes his district finished first for Zone 4 membership 

during his tenure.  

Peebles – Vaughn – Wideman Post 253 and the 13th District of The 

American Legion, Department of Missouri endorses Legionnaire 

Harry T. Barnes Jr. for the office of Zone 4 Vice Commander for The 

American Legion Department of Missouri for the 2026-2027 term. 

******************* 

 Tom Payeur – Candidate for Zone 

4 Commander  

Creve Coeur Memorial Post 397 and the 10th 

District  of The American Legion Department of 

Missouri have a Legionnaire that is deserving of 

your consideration for the office of Zone 4 Vice 

Commander for The American Legion of Missouri: Legionnaire 

Thomas G. Payeur. 

Legionnaire Payeur has been an active member of The American 

Legion since 2017, he became eligible though his service in United 

States Navy  from 1982 to 2006; and received an honorable discharge. 

Legionnaire  Payeur is an active and dedicated member of Creve 

Coeur Memorial Post 397  and is currently serving as the Post 

Commander.  Legionnaire Payeur has held the Assistant Adjutant, 

Assistant Service Officer and on the Color Guard for the past 8 years.  

Legionnaire Payeur has served the 10th District as the Assistant Service 

Officer. Tom is a life member of the Gateway Volture Forty et Eight, 

Disabled American Veterans, St Louis Council of the Navy League, St 

Louis Building Trades Wellness Coalition. 

Creve Coeur Memorial Post 397 and the 10th District of The American 

Legion, Department of Missouri endorses Legionnaire Thomas G. 

Payeur for the office of Zone 4 Vice Commander for The American 

Legion Department of Missouri for the 2026-2027 term. 
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Kerry Boardman - Candidate for 

National Executive Committeeman  

Tirey J. Ford Post 21 and the 5th District of The 

American Legion Department of Missouri has a 

Legionnaire that is deserving of your consideration 

for the office of National Executive Committeeman 

for The American Legion of Missouri. 

Legionnaire Kerry Boardman gained his eligibility in The American 

Legion by his service in the United States Army and National Guard 

from 1979 to 2001, receiving an Honorable Discharge. 

Kerry is an active Legionnaire serving the Tirey J. Ford Post 21 as 

Judge Advocate for the previous 5 years. Legionnaire Boardman has 

also served as the 5th District  Commander, Vice Commander, and 

Chaplain. Legionnaire Boardman has served the Department of 

Missouri as Alternate NECman, Commander, Senior Vice 

Commander, Zone II Vice Commander. Kerry also serves on the 

Department’s Law & Order Committee.  Legionnaire Boardman is the 

current Chairman of the Boys State Commission and the Foundation 

Committee. Kerry also serves on the National Marketing Commission. 

Legionnaire Boardman has demonstrated his qualities in leadership, 

knowledge, and devotion to The American Legion. Kerry is a past 

commander of VFW Vaughan-Hudnall Post 6603, Past Chef de Gar, 

Forty and Eight, Voiture Trois (3). 

The Tirey J Ford Post 21 and the 5th District of The American Legion, 

Department of Missouri endorses Legionnaire Kerry J. Boardman for 

the office of National Executive Committeeman for The American 

Legion Department of Missouri. 

******************* 

Mark  R. Clark -  Candidate for 

Alternate National Executive 

Committeeman  

Tirey J. Ford Post 21 and the 5th District of The 

American Legion, Department of Missouri has a 

Legionnaire that is deserving of your consideration 

for the office of Alternate National Executive Committeeman for The 

American Legion of Missouri for 2026-2028. 

Legionnaire Mark R. Clark gained his eligibility in The American 

Legion serving in The United States Air Force during the Lebanon and 

Grenada era, Gulf war era, and the War on Terror era by enlisting in 

1979 and serving our great nation honorably until 2009. 

Legionnaire Clark joined the American Legion in 2003 and became a 

member of Tirey J. Ford Post 21, Independence MO in 2009.  

Legionnaire Clark is an active and dedicated member of The American 

Legion through his loyal and committed membership in Tirey J. Ford 

American Legion Post 21.  Mark has served Post 21 as ALR Chapter 

21 Director, Chaplain, 3rd Vice Commander, 2nd Vice Commander, 1st 

Vice Commander and Commander.  

Legionnaire Clark has served as the 5th District Chaplain (2013-2015) 

District Commander (2015-2017), District Oratorical Chairman (2015-

2017) and the 5th District Boys State Chairman (2015-present) 

Legionnaire Clark has served the Department of Missouri as 

Department Director American Legion Riders (2012-2014), Zone II 

Vice Commander (2017-2019).  Legionnaire Clark has also served as 

the Department Commander 2023-2024.  Legionnaire Clark is 

currently serving as chairman of The American Legion Leadership 

Training Committee and as the Dean of Missouri American Legion 

College. 

Legionnaire Clark is presently serving as a consultant on The National 

American Legion Riders Advisory Committee and has served on the 

committee continuously since 2013 and as Chairman from 2019-2025. 

Legionnaire Clark is a member of the National Security Council.    

Legionnaire Clark is a graduate of the 2015 National American Legion 

College.  

Legionnaire Mark R. Clark has unquestionably demonstrated his 

qualities in leadership, and devotion  to The American Legion.  

Tirey J. Ford Post 21, The American Legion, Department of Missouri, 

and the 5th district unanimously endorse Legionnaire Mark R. Clark 

for the office of Alternate National Executive Committeeman, 

Department of Missouri for the years 2026-2028. 

****************** 
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VA&R National, Department and General News ~Tracy Vawter, DSO    .. 

 

The American Legion was founded on four core pillars of service established in 1919—Veterans Affairs & Rehabilitation, 

National Security, Americanism, and Children & Youth—with the Veterans Affairs & Rehabilitation (VA&R) pillar 

serving as a primary pillar. VA&R utilizes a network of accredited Service Officers to provide free, professional assistance 

to veterans and their dependents for VA benefits, healthcare, and claims appeals.  

The Four Pillars of The American Legion 

1. Veterans Affairs & Rehabilitation (VA&R): This pillar focuses on ensuring veterans receive proper care and earned benefits. Through this, 

the Legion advocates for timely access to VA facilities, fair disability claims rulings, and supports veterans transitioning back to civilian life. 

2. National Security: Advocates for a strong national defense, homeland security, and support for military families. It includes initiatives like 

Operation Comfort Warriors and supporting troop morale. 

3. Americanism: Promotes patriotism, civic engagement, and respect for the U.S. flag. Key programs include Boys Nation, American Legion 

Baseball, and voter participation. 

4. Children & Youth: Dedicated to the well-being of young people, providing financial assistance to families in need and fighting against social 

issues like child sexual exploitation 

 

What is a DSO? Department Service Officers in our Department are Paid Employees of the American Legion Department of Missouri.  We are 

specially trained and accredited, which means officially recognized and authorized by Department, National and VA. We follow the Code of 

Procedures and VA Regulations.  We represent Veterans and their Families in their claims and appeals for VA benefits.  We also further the work of 

The American Legion’s initiatives on VA&R.   

We provide this professional lay advocacy service at no charge.  

 

There are Non-VA-Accredited Companies out there that prey on veterans.  They are taking millions of dollars from veterans and their families.  

Anyone charging fees without being accredited by VA is deliberately avoiding VA regulations, oversight, and accountability.  They are charging fees 

for claims that would have been granted without any assistance.  They charge fees when they have added no value. 

There are three types of VA accreditation:   

1) VA-recognized and trained Veterans Service Organizations (VSOs), who are free.  

2) Attorney in good standing with a state bar. 

3) Claims Agent who undergoes a character review by VA and passes VA’s written exam.  

Attorneys and agents charge fees only after a claim is denied or a rating has been awarded and only after they add value, by turning a denial into a 

grant or by getting VA to increase a rating or by obtaining an earlier effective date.  

 

It is illegal to represent a Veteran in a claim if you are not accredited by VA.  “[N]o individual may act as an agent or attorney in the preparation, 

presentation, or prosecution of any claim under laws administered by the Secretary unless such individual has been recognized for such purposes by 

the Secretary.”  This is the law.  

 

Preparing or advising a Veteran in the preparation of a claim is representation. Only VA-accredited representatives should advise or assist a Veteran 

with any part of the process.   

It is illegal to file any type of VA claim without prior VA accreditation.  

It is illegal to charge fees for assisting a Veteran with a claim, if you are not accredited by VA.  

It is illegal to charge any fee for assistance provided before VA initially decides a claim. 

 

Be aware of anyone or any company who does not want VA to know they are involved with a Veteran’s claim.   

https://news.va.gov/133852/beware-claims-predators-want-to-prey-on-your-benefits/ 
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VSOs Provide High Quality Representation.  I want you to be proud of your programs, including your Department Service Officers.  

In 2023, VA confirmed Veterans represented by VSOs are consistently more successful than non-VA-accredited companies with initial claims. VSOs 

add value for post decision review and appeals because we have access and training on filing these post-decision review options (including appeals to 

the Board of Veterans Appeals). 

Why do VSOs still matter in this “information age”?  Large Language Models such as Chat GPT do not have Ethos, Pathos or Logos.  Ethos, 

pathos, and logos are Aristotle’s three rhetorical appeals, forming the "rhetorical triangle" used to persuade audiences. Ethos establishes credibility 

and authority, Pathos evokes emotional responses, and Logos uses logic, evidence, and reason. Effective persuasion (making an argument that will 

win) typically balances all three to engage, convince, and connect with audiences. Large Language Models such as Chat GPT do not have character 

and credibility.  They do not have emotion or express sympathetic imagination.  They do not reason.  They cannot apply law, regulation and policy to 

clear fact-based argument.  

 

These Large Language Models (LLMs) are tools based on patten recognition.  The set of patterns is called a “model”.  The tool creates outputs that 

have the same patterns as the model.  The more unusual the case, the more likely these tools will make a serious error. Lawyers have used these tools 

and been caught out with fake citations and fictional cases.  Air Canada had to pay damages for its chatbot lies. Veterans have used these Large 

Language Models to “write” their PTSD stressor statements.  Chat GPT will hallucinate a response.  The human VSO provides ethical oversight.   

Can a veteran do their own VA claim?  Sure, a veteran could do their own VA claim, just like a person could pull their own tooth.  You can do it, 

risking infection, nerve damage, broken roots and intense pain. Going to a dentist is the best option.  They are trained experts.  Just because you can 

do something doesn’t mean you should. Please work with the closest Accredited Representative and encourage your fellow Veterans and their 

Families to do likewise.  
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