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Co-Chairs Bliss and Xiong, Members of the Committee, 

Thank you for the opportunity to testify in support of HF 1855. My name is John 
Baker. I am retired from the U.S. Marine Corps, retired Professor at St. Cloud State 
University, attorney and currently the Executive Director of the Minnesota Association of 
County Veterans Service Officers (MACVSO). I represent about 165 accredited County 
Veterans Service Officers (CVSOs) throughout the State of Minnesota.  There is at least 
one CVSO in all 87 counties in the State. Many counties have more than one CVSO. 
Our CVSOs are all accredited through the Federal VA Office of General Counsel. Their 
accreditation process is very rigorous and requires annual education credits. We work 
with the Minnesota Department of Veterans Affairs (MDVA) and the National 
Association of County Veterans Service Officers (NACVSO) in that certification process. 
Our CVSOs are held to a very high standard including accountability through their 
accreditation. 

 The services a CVSO provides is completely free to the veteran and their 
families. There are no wait times to see a CVSO and a veteran can see any one of the 
CVSOs in the State. They don’t need to go to their county. No veteran or family member 
will be turned away. Our CVSOs help veterans with their initial VA Benefits Claims but 
they also can connect veterans with a wide variety of services available at the State and 
Federal levels. Our CVSOs also have relationships with our partners at the Legion, 
VFW, DAV and all the other non-profits in the State. They also work with homeless, and 
justice involved veterans. Just like a doctor at a VA Hospital who knows how to connect 
the dots with a veteran, our CVSOs can do the same. Our CVSOs will “walk” with a 
veteran their entire life and will be there for family members at the end. 

 There are almost 300 accredited Veteran Service Officers (VSOs) in the State of 
Minnesota available to a veteran and their family members that can provide services for 



free. There are also almost 50 accredited attorneys in the State available for veterans. 
Veterans and their family members have many different choices in the State. We just 
want to ensure that they have informed choices.  

I am here today to urge you to support this important legislation, which will 
require accreditation to work with a veteran and their family members. I prefer to call 
this bill the Veteran Anti-Fraud Claim Bill, because that is really what we are asking 
the Legislature to do – ensuring our veterans and family members are free from fraud. 

Minnesota has always been a leader in caring for our veterans and their family 
members, and passing HF 1855 will ensure that we continue to uphold those values. 
This bill is not just about policy—it is about people. It is about ensuring that we continue 
to take care of our veterans.  

I urge you to support HF 1855 and to stand with the individuals and communities that 
will benefit from its passage. Thank you for your time and consideration. I am happy to 
answer any questions. 

Sincerely, 

 

John D. Baker, J.D. 
MACVSO Executive Director 
John.Baker@macvso.org  
(651) 214-0853 
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Greetings, Chair and members. My name is Dr. Kristy Janigo. I 

am the legislative chair of The American Legion Department of 

Minnesota and the Minnesota Association of County Veterans 

Service Officers (MACVSO). For my day job, I’m an assistant 

county veteran service officer where I help some of the state’s 

most vulnerable veterans find housing, navigate their involvement 

with the justice system, and access life changing veteran benefits. 

The Commander’s Task Force of which the Legion is a member, 

along with seven other Congressionally chartered veterans service organizations, has 

unanimously chosen this anti-fraud bill as one of their five key legislative priorities this year.  

We are asking for greater accountability from those charging veterans for representation and 

more protection for veterans. Examples of shady tactics unaccredited parties have used include: 

gaining access to veterans’ VA login and password, gaining access to their direct deposit 

information, promising a certain rating, stating they can speed up a claim, sending veterans to a 

private physician for a medical opinion while advising them not to see a VA provider, and even 

submitting an intent to file to establish an effective date while holding back the claim itself until 

as close to the year deadline as possible to maximize the backpay the agent will take a cut from. 

Veterans can receive representation on veteran benefits matters for free through county veterans 

service officers in all 87 Minnesota counties, claims representatives in the Minnesota 

Department of Veterans Affairs, and veterans service officers of the Legion, DAV, VFW and 

other veterans service organizations. Some have insinuated that people who do veteran benefits 

claims for free are untrained laypeople and are not qualified to represent veterans on claims, but 

that is simply false. We have many rigorous initial training requirements and then are steeped in 

exposure to the work, awareness of VA procedures in the M21, and the 38 code of federal 

regulations. My initial eligibility to do this work was my own lived experience as a veteran and 

having a DD214. I have five VA accreditations, American Legion, Disabled American Veterans, 

Minnesota Department of Veterans Affairs, the National Association of County Veterans Service 

Officers, and the Veterans of Foreign Wars. Those of us who do this work at no cost to the 

veteran are not motivated by profits. It is a calling for many of us. 

You can find me on va.gov forward slash OGC, apps, accreditation under a search of VSO 

representatives by my name (https://www.va.gov/ogc/apps/accreditation/). My work contact 

information is listed there, and my accreditation number is 53784. In this way, veterans can 

verify that I am legitimate on VA benefits matters.  

To be good at this job, you have to have a keen interest in people and their stories. Veterans’ 

stories are sacred to me. I retell them to the federal government in the form of a lot of paperwork 

in pursuit of life-changing benefits for veterans who are down on their luck in every way 

conceivable. I explain to others in short-hand that my job is keeping veterans alive, under roofs, 

and out of jail. I am not exaggerating. It is just the simple reality of assisting homeless and 

justice involved veterans on their claims.  

https://www.va.gov/ogc/apps/accreditation/
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I’ve also gotten increasingly involved in claims dealing with military sexual trauma, mental 

health claims with past suicide attempts or even current suicidal ideation, and claims for veterans 

who are experiencing cognitive decline due to age, TBI, or other conditions. These types of 

claims take a high level of sensitivity, cultural competency, a trauma informed mindset, 

kindness, and compassion. And not everyone can do that. I’ve gone some interesting places to 

work with veterans on their claims, the Union Gospel Mission men’s shelter, the Hennepin 

County jail, domestic violence shelters, short term stay hotels, veterans’ homes, the streets. Chair 

and members, I love this work.  

CVSOs walk with a veteran on the journey of their claim. We also help veterans in need apply 

for emergency funding through MDVA or VSO programs such as the Minnesota Veterans and 

Family Assistance Fund with The American Legion Department of Minnesota. I do not just file a 

claim and walk away. I surround the veteran with supports for as long as they need it or until I 

have exhausted all the available possibilities. 

I recognize that some veterans may choose to pay an attorney or a claims representative for a 

certain result. But what bothers me, chairs and members, are when vulnerable veterans sign up to 

pay these fees. I have worked with homeless veterans who had signed a contract with a private 

attorney. I ask you, is it ethical for a private attorney or business to profit off a homeless veteran? 

This bill will not solve that, but it may help to serve as a deterrent. Another thing that gets in the 

way of my work is the distortion of the facts that are created by aggressive advertising online and 

other platforms that have misled veterans and sewn misinformation. Just this weekend, I did a 

google search about veteran benefits and when I scrolled on Facebook afterward, I saw eight 

advertisements from parties seeking to charge me for assistance with my benefits. Asking me if 

my rating was too low. And so, there’s no surprise that in this work, I’ve had to debunk 

misinformation claim sharks have perpetuated about the speed of claims, with veterans believing 

an attorney or private business could get them through it faster and to a 100% rating. That is 

unequivocally false. No matter who represents a veteran on federal benefits matters, it is not 

possible to speed up the VA or guarantee a 100% combined rating.  

I could say so much more, but from the bottom of my heart, thank you for hearing this bill. 

-Dr. Kristy Janigo 

 
 

 

Appendices: USDVA Office of Inspector General Fraud Alert September 2023; AG Ellison 

Scam Stopper November 8, 2024; USDVA Fact Sheet “How to Apply for Accreditation” 
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