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A letter from our

Executive Director

Dear Friends, Supporters & Neighbors,  
 
—

I hope this letter finds you and your loved ones 

healthy and safe. As we regain some sense of 

normalcy from the COVID-19 pandemic, our 

mission continues to find momentum through the 

continuing support of our community partners, 

donors, and collaborators. We send you this update 

while keeping our thoughts with those impacted 

by the conflict in Ukraine. Swords to Plowshares 

stands in solidarity with all unjustly facing violence 

and displacement, and we are ready to support our 

community of veterans during times of tension and 

uncertainty.  

We are making great strides in our 

advocacy work for senior veterans, one 

of the largest demographics that utilizes 

our programs. Working closely with local 

and state partners, we are leading the 

way to create more supportive programs 

specifically for aging veterans. We are 

also working hard to bring online 104 units 

of apartments for previously homeless 

veterans in Treasure Island. Having a home 

is a critical way to end poverty among 

veterans and to restore hope and dignity. 

This housing site, in memory of our first-

ever Housing Director, Maceo May, is critical 

to overcoming obstacles some veterans 

face. You will hear more about this project 

later this year.   

The updates highlighted in this letter 

illustrate the importance of Swords’ 

supportive services during unprecedented 

times. Another pandemic year did not stop 

us from helping veterans in crisis. In fact, 

it inspired new motivation and innovative 

ways to push our work forward safely. 

We are looking forward to post-COVID 

recovery as we support Bay Area veterans 

working to improve their health, wellness, 

and stability.   
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Looking Good!

I am optimistic reflecting on what Swords to 
Plowshares will accomplish in 2022.

MICHAEL BLECKER,  
Executive Director
Vietnam Combat Infantry
U.S. Army 1967-1970
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Paws and 
Purpose
Veteran Spotlight

A stable living situation is essential to bettering 

one’s overall wellbeing. For veterans in our 

permanent housing programs, they don’t just gain 

a reliable roof over their heads – they also benefit 

from supportive community care. Dwayne Nicely, 

56, was homeless in San Francisco after losing his 

job at a mattress manufacturing company. Dwayne 

served in the U.S. Army as a combat signalman from 

1984 to 1988. Before connecting with Swords to 

Plowshares, he frequented shelters in the Tenderloin 

and found transitional housing with the Salvation 

Army. The professionals there guided him to our 

permanent housing services, and he moved into the 

Edwin M. Lee apartments in 2021. 

Dwayne says that living in the Edwin M. Lee 

apartments (EML) and the Mission Bay area has 

improved his overall wellbeing and social life: “I don’t 

stay inside that much.” One of his favorite activities 

is his involvement with the organization called 

Warrior Canine Connection (WCC). WCC enlists 

veterans to help train dogs to be service animals for 

service members and veterans with disabilities-- 

both visible and invisible. Dwayne was the first 

veteran at EML to participate in the program. He 

says it’s amazing to see how the program has 

grown. The training sessions also provide veterans 

with a social outlet that benefits their mental health 

and builds a sense of community. “I see some guys 

arrive crabby, but when they spend time with the 

dogs, it brings everyone’s spirits up,” says Dwayne.   

Dwayne also notes the relationships participants 

make with the dogs. Even though the animals 

go between different people in the group and 

have training sessions only once a week, they 

remember each person. The sense of connection 

built between dogs and veterans is therapeutic for 

the participants. "Seeing them remember you is 

special... They become part of the family. Whoever 

gets a dog [from Warrior Canine Connection] will be 

really lucky,” mentioned Dwayne.  

The program has brought Dwayne and many other 

veterans a chance to connect with their community 

while benefiting from the therapeutic effect of 

interacting with the dogs. Swords staff member, 

Allison Champagne, remarks on the impact our 

partnership with WCC has on residents: “It has 

allowed for introverted veterans to open up more 

and give back to other veterans, in addition to 

themselves. Also, who can be upset after seeing 

their favorite furry friend?"  

DWAYNE NICELY ,  U.S. ARMY 1984-1988

DWAYNE WITH PAUL, WARRIOR CANINE 
CONNECTION’S SERVICE DOG
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In the East Bay, our outreach team continues 

to partner with other community partners who 

provide access to resources for veterans living 

on the street. On March 4th, our staff co-hosted 

a Veterans’ Town Hall meeting in Oakland with 

The Veterans Community Media Network, CalVet, 

DAV, and other partners. The meeting served as 

an educational discussion on what services are 

specifically open to homeless Oakland veterans, as 

well as a resource fair for participants to obtain the 

resources they need. 

The resources shared at the event included 

backpacks with essential hygiene items, groceries, 

and haircuts provided by local barber, Deon Parker. 

Twenty-six veterans came by to participate in the 

event, and Swords staff member, Dennis Johnson, 

says those numbers are going to only increase 

as COVID restrictions lift. Recapping the event, 

Johnson said, “A sense of giving back that’s going 

to stimulate positive energy amongst homeless 

veterans is returning. Veterans felt welcome, and 

all the participating organizations felt grateful to 

contribute.” 

As Swords looks to increase critical services to 

meet the needs of East Bay veterans, we work with 

both new and established partners. During the 

height of the pandemic, we were grateful for the 

support of Berkeley Rotary Club for their mask and 

hygiene kit donations. With a mission to expand into 

the Tri-Cities, our East Bay partners now include 

organizations like City Serve and public libraries, 

which help us connect with veterans. As events and 

partnerships increase, our community in the East 

Bay grows stronger. 

Looking Good!
Connecting with the East Bay Community

DEON PARKER WITH EAST BAY VET

STAFF MEMBER DENNIS WITH THE BERKELEY ROTARY CLUB

Reimagining Mental Health  
Care for Veterans 

Findings from the 9th Annual Veterans Mental Health Summit

We work in close partnership with the San 

Francisco Department of Veterans Affairs Health 

Care System (SFVAHCS) to innovate and implement 

best practices in serving veteran populations. 

Acting as a bridge between VA and the community 

is at the core of who we are.  Providing adequate 

care for underserved veterans is a community 

effort, which is why Swords invests considerable 

efforts in conducting community education, forums, 

and learning opportunities for veteran providers in 

the Bay Area. .  

One such way is co-hosting an annual Veterans 

Mental Health Summit with VA. During the 9th 

Annual Veterans Mental Health Summit, our focus 

was on serving diverse veteran populations. 

Mental health approaches need to cater to the 

lived experiences of veterans of color, taking 

into consideration the varied cultural values and 

ancestral traditions of those seeking and receiving 

services. We also learned that peer support 

specialists are particularly effective in meeting the 

needs of veterans with distinct life experiences.  

This year, we also facilitated a timely discussion 

about accidental opioid overdoses during the time 

of COVID as well as racial and ethnic disparities 

in overdoses. Unfortunately, a recent study 

was published that confirms that 1) there was a 

substantial increase in depression and anxiety 

since the onset of the pandemic; 2) the trend 

corresponded to an increase in substance use 

disorders; and 3) overdoses disproportionately 

affected people of color, LGBTQ+ individuals, and 

people experiencing extreme poverty. 

As we look beyond the COVID crisis, we have a 

lot of work cut out for us in supporting Bay Area 

veterans who are working to improve their mental 

health and wellness. In providing mental health 

care to veterans and addressing the fallouts of 

substance use disorder, we continue to engage in 

ongoing learning and training to provide effective 

and culturally competent services to underserved 

veterans. 
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The veterans who utilize our services need 

resources most during times of uncertainty 

and public health crisis. The volunteers 

we have worked with realize this, and 

we are grateful for their demonstrated 

commitment to supporting our community. 

As San Francisco and Oakland lift certain 

public health mandates, we are enthusiastic 

for future in-person events. If you or your 

organization are interested in volunteering 

with us, visit our website to fill out an 

interest form.

”
“It’s an honor 

to give back 
to those who 

deserve it most.

Tory Woods
Give to Get

Volunteering 
during the 
Pandemic 
Volunteer Spotlight

Volunteers have played an important 

role in accomplishing our mission. The 

COVID-19 pandemic forced us to refine 

and adapt our volunteer events, which 

unfortunately meant pausing popular 

in-person activities, such as our monthly 

breakfast service for our residents. 

However, our organization and interested 

volunteers found innovative ways to get 

more people involved with Swords’ mission 

throughout the pandemic.  

The virtual space has been a fruitful avenue 

for group volunteering. Through video call, 

Swords staff conducts presentations for 

teams assembling hygiene kits for veterans 

living on the street and in need of essential 

items. In 2021, we were fortunate to virtually 

join companies such as Zuora, Mizuho, and 

Front in their offices via online platforms 

to let them know about Swords while they 

created the care packages. These events 

have the same motivational impact that 

in-person volunteering has on corporate 

participants, who enjoy connecting with 

Swords and building partnerships that last.

STAFF MEMBERS WITH TWITTER VOLUNTEERS
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Our dedicated Advisory Board member and dear 

friend, Mark Solit, passed away suddenly in January 

2022. Mark was drafted by the United States Army 

to serve in the Vietnam War in 1967 when he was 

enrolled at Columbia University. He served as a 

2nd and then 1st Lieutenant in the 1/506th Infantry 

Regiment of the 101st Airborne Division. Mark was 

cited with several honors during his time in the 

Army, including a National Defense Service Medal, 

a Bronze Star Medal for Valor, and a Purple Heart. 

Mark returned to the U.S. to finish his service at Fort 

Ord in Monterey, CA in 1972. 

Upon finishing his undergraduate and graduate 

degrees, he worked as the in-house counsel 

for a construction company before realizing 

his dream as a real estate developer. He was a 

successful businessman and worked in real estate 

development in the Bay Area from 1983 to 2022. 

Mark had several passions and causes he cared 

greatly for and helping Bay Area veterans was 

one of his top commitments. Mark contributed a 

significant amount of time and resources to Swords 

to Plowshares and served in an advisory capacity 

for years. He worked hard to help veterans in 

need, including a dedicated effort to provide labor 

opportunities for vets on his construction projects. 

We will miss Mark dearly. We are thankful for the 

generosity and continued support his family has 

shown Sword to Plowshares as they mourn his loss 

and cherish his legacy. 

Remembering
Mark Solit
Our friend and Advisory Board member

MARK SOLIT, U.S. ARMY VET 1967 - 1972

Fostering an intentionally equitable and 

inclusive environment for our staff, clients, and 

partners is critical to the work we do. Nobody 

understands that more than Mink Lincoln, 

our Director of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion 

(DEI). Our mission to enhance the well-being of 

underserved veteran populations is inherently 

connected to issues of racial, economic, and 

social equity. According to Mink, explicitly 

naming Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion as key 

guiding principles for our organization not only 

shows that we continually strive to be a just 

organization internally, but also demonstrates a 

more intentional commitment to understanding 

the diverse lived experiences veterans hold.  

It takes a lot of funds, time, and effort to root 

out systemic inequities and create equitable 

cultural shifts in the workplace. Our DEI staff-

led committee is working on new initiatives 

to keep our work moving forward. One way 

that the DEI committee accomplishes that is 

through in-house Cultural Humility training. 

This 12-hour workshop educates Swords to 

Plowshares staff on the importance of life-long 

learning and self-reflection, mitigating power 

imbalances, and institutional accountability. 

It also addresses how we can specifically 

tailor DEI work to the way we serve veterans. 

Additionally, this training provides staff 

members with ample time to get to know 

each other outside of their professional roles 

and understand how one’s lived experiences 

influence their perceptions and motivations. 

Mink expresses that getting all our staff trained 

in Cultural Humility and providing opportunity 

to have them learn about each other “naturally 

benefits our clients.” 

Diversity, 
Equity, & 
Inclusion 
at Swords to Plowshares

MINK LINCOLN, DIRECTOR OF DIVERSITY, EQUITY, AND INCLUSION (DEI).

THE SOLIT FAMILY
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Swords to Plowshares has been deeply invested 

in addressing the needs of senior veterans in 

recent years. We established an ongoing Aging 

Veterans Roundtable, joined efforts with the Dignity 

Fund in San Francisco and the Long-term Care 

Coordinating Council, and have spent countless 

hours researching and discussing the current 

and anticipated needs of senior veterans. Senior 

veterans are by far the largest cohort of veterans 

we serve, and in San Francisco, they represent 

about 75% of all veterans.  

For the veterans who live with us in permanent 

supportive housing settings, we know that their 

housing stability – and even more so their quality 

of life – is in rapid decline due to limited on-site 

services capable of meeting residents’ age-related 

needs. They need a significant increase in on-site 

supports to stay stably housed and avoid the need 

for premature nursing home care. 

Working closely with our allies at NextGen Policy on 

a very exciting initiative, we successfully advocated 

for a $25 million allocation from Governor Newsom 

to fund a three-year pilot program to provide 

additional support services for veterans. Swords to 

Plowshares is proud to lead this much-needed pilot 

program with CalVet. Over the next few months, 

we will partner to design the program and identify 

veteran-serving housing providers to join us in the 

pilot. We are excited for the opportunity to develop 

new programming to improve health, wellness, and 

housing stability for California’s most vulnerable 

senior veterans.  

Exciting Pilot 
Program for 
Aging Veterans 
Supporting California’s Senior Veterans
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Swords to Plowshares is so proud of our executive director, 

Michael Blecker, who was recently nominated by President 

Biden to serve on the Asset and Infrastructure Review 

(AIR) Commission - a key leadership position - to review 

VA facilities and care. This is a big accomplishment, and if 

confirmed, his contributions will help shape the future of 

VA facilities and the delivery of care.  

Michael is no stranger to serving in a national capacity 

to review VA care. He was appointed by Speaker Pelosi 

in 2015 to the Commission on Care to conduct similar 

work. The Commission finalized a report that made many 

recommendations including one to further privatize VA 

healthcare - a decision that would erode VA care over 

time. Michael was one of three members who refused to 

sign off on the final recommendations to Congress. Scan 

the QR code to read more about his important advocacy. 

We anticipate Michael’s work with the AIR Commission to 

create a lasting and beneficial impact on modernizing VA’s 

care system.  

Advocating at the 
National Level
Executive Director, Michael Blecker, is 
Nominated to White House Commission

MICHAEL BLECKER, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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Thank you for standing with us and investing in our mission.  

330 Franklin Street, Suite 100

Oakland, CA 94607

EAST BAY SERVICE CENTER

(415) 252-4788


