DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS AFFAIRS
Washington DC 20420

July 10, 2026 In Reply Refer To: 001B
FOIA Request: 26-16843-F

Emma Lewis

American Oversight

1030 15" Street NW, Suite B255
Washington, DC 20005
foia@americanoversight.org

Dear Ms. Lewis, Esq.,

This is the Initial Agency Decision (IAD) to your Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to
the Office of the Secretary, U.S. Dept. of Veterans Affairs (OSVA) dated October 2, 2025,
received October 3, 2025, and assigned FOIA tracking number 26-16843-F.

You requested the following:

“All email communications (including emails, email attachments, complete email chains, calendar

invitations, and calendar invitation attachments) sent by any of the officials listed below to any of the

external entities listed below from September 1, 2025, through the date the search is conducted.

VA Officials:

Douglas Collins, Secretary

Paul Lawrence, Deputy Secretary

Curt Cashour, Chief of Staff

Jen Burch, Deputy Chief of Staff

Joshua Quill, Deputy Chief of Staff

Shana Love-Holmon, Deputy Chief of Staff
Lavin Gartland, White House Liaison and Senior Advisor
Christopher Syrek, former Chief of Staff
Cortney McCormick, Senior Advisor
Howard Manuel, Deputy Senior Advisor
Jane Che, Senior Advisor

John Figueroa, Senior Advisor

. Karen Brazell, Senior Advisor

n. Michael Stoddard, Senior Advisor

0. Todd Hunter, Senior Advisor

External Entities:

i. Anyone communicating as or on behalf of a Member or Committee of the U.S. House of
Representatives, including, but not limited to, anyone communicating by using an email address that
contains ‘house.gov’

ii. Anyone communicating as or on behalf of a Senator or Committee of the U.S. Senate, including, but
not limited to, anyone communicating by using an email address that contains ‘senate.gov.”
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News Media Category and Fee Waiver Grant
We placed you in the news media category and grant your fee waiver request for this FOIA
request only. OSVA reserves the right to charge fees for future FOIA requests.

4/14/26 & 5/7/26 OI&T Microsoft 365 Searches
On April 14, 2026, we requested that OI&T conduct the below searches.
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Searches — April 14, 2026

By: VA’s Office of Information & Technology (OI&T)

Information System: Microsoft 365

Timeframe: 9/1/25 to 10/6/25

Custodians: Douglas Collins, Paul Lawrence, Curt Cashour, Jen Burch, Joshua Quill, Shana
Love-Holmon, Lavin Gartland, Christopher Syrek, Cortney McCormick, Howard Manuel, John
Figueroa, Karen Brazell, Michael Stoddard, Todd Hunter.

Search terms: to house.gov or senate.gov

Note: Jane Che left the VA on 1/20/25.

On May 7, 2026, OI&T submitted responsive records. These searches constitutes reasonable
searches.

Initial Agency Decision

OSVA releases one hundred thirty-five pages, Bates-numbered 1-135, with some pages
redacted with FOIA Exemptions 3, 5, and 6. When records are released, FOIA allows federal
agencies to withhold information subject to any of the nine exemptions listed in the statute.

5 U.S.C. § 552(b)(3) exempts from disclosure information “specifically exempted from disclosure
by statute.” 38 U.S.C. § 5701(a) exempts from disclosure “All files, records, reports, and other
papers and documents pertaining to any claim under any of the laws administered by the
Secretary and the names and addresses of present or former members of the Armed Forces,
and their dependents, in the possession of the Department.” Information redacted by FOIA
Exemption 3 includes medical, disability, and education claims of veterans, including any full or
partial denials, reasons for those full or partial denials, medical diagnoses, treatments,
symptoms, medication, alleged disabilities, alleged causes of those disabilities, benefits paid,
education claims processing, and so on.

Exemption 5 allows agencies to withhold “inter-agency or intra-agency memorandums or letters
which would not be available by law to a party other than an agency in litigation with the
agency.” 5 U.S.C. § 552(b)(5). Under Exemption 5, an agency may withhold from a FOIA
requester any “documents normally privileged in the civil discovery context.” NLRB v. Sears
Roebuck & Co., 421 U.S. 132, 149 (1975). In other words, Exemption 5 incorporates the
privileges available to Government agencies in civil litigation. United States Fish & Wildlife Serv.
v. Sierra Club, Inc., 141 S. Ct. 777, 785 (2021). The deliberative process privilege shields from
disclosure “documents reflecting advisory opinions, recommendations and deliberations
comprising part of a process by which governmental decisions and policies are

formulated,” NLRB v. Sears, Roebuck & Co., 421 U.S. at 150. A document is “predecisional” if it
is created before the agency's final decision on a matter, and “deliberative” if it is prepared to
help the agency formulate its position. See Id. at 150-152. | am withholding a minimal amount
of information under Exemption 5 limited to preliminary discussions responding to or relating to
the ACCESS Act, taskers, communications with Congress in its oversight and legislative roles,
and possible future goals and brainstorming/analysis being shared by agency personnel. The
foreseeable harm of a release of information protected by Exemption 5 in this interim release is
that of public confusion counterproductive to VA’s attempt to be clear in its messaging caused
when suggested approaches and projected future goals which may be interpreted as likely to
take place in fact never come to fruition.

The presidential communications privilege protects agency communications to or from the
President or his advisers. Loving v. DOD, 550 F.3d 32, 37-38 (D.C. Cir. 2008) (Exemption 5
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"incorporates” Presidential Communications Privilege, which protects "communications directly
involving and documents actually viewed by the President,' as well as documents 'solicited and
received' by the President or his 'immediate White House advisers™ (internal citations omitted));
Berman v. CIA, 378 F. Supp. 2d 1209, 1219-20 (E.D. Cal. 2005) (same), aff'd on other grounds,
501 F.3d 1136 (9th Cir. 2007); Judicial Watch, Inc. v. DOJ, 365 F.3d 1108, 1110 n.1 (D.C. Cir.
2004) ("embrac[ing] the definitional analysis set forth" in In re Sealed Case, 121 F.3d 729, 749-
50, 752 (D.C. Cir. 1997), protecting documents covered by Presidential Communications
Privilege); Amnesty Int'l USA v. CIA, 728 F. Supp. 2d 479, 522 (S.D.N.Y. 2010) ("all twenty
documents reflect or memorialize communications between senior presidential advisers and
other United States government officials and are therefore properly withheld").

VA is entitled to redact communications with Congress to assist agency decisionmaking as
inter-agency records where these communications are "part and parcel of the agency's
deliberative process." Dow Jones v. DOJ, 917 F.2d 571, 574-75 (D.C. Cir. 1990); see also Ryan
v. DOJ, 617 F.2d 781, 790 (D.C. Cir. 1980) (holding that communications from Congress to
agency regarding judicial nominations are "intra-agency" where "record is submitted by outside
consultants as part of the deliberative process" and is solicited by agency); Am. Oversight v.
U.S. Dep't of the Treasury, 474 F. Supp. 3d 251, 264 (D.D.C. 2020) (holding that records are
"intra-agency" where Treasury communicated with Congress regarding development of tax
reform legislation and sufficiently demonstrated that communications with Congress were relied
on akin to how agency would rely on analysis and recommendation of outside consultant).

Exemption 6 allows agencies to withhold information in “personnel and medical files and similar
files the disclosure of which would constitute a clearly unwarranted invasion of personal
privacy.” 5 U.S.C. § 552(b)(6). The term “similar files” in Exemption 6 is meant to “have a broad,
rather than a narrow, meaning.” U.S. Dep't of State v. Washington Post Co., 456 U.S. 595, 600
(1982). This exemption is not intended to apply “to a narrow class of files” containing only a
discrete kind of personal information. Rather, the exemption was intended to cover detailed
Government records on an individual which can be identified as applying to that

individual.” Id. at 602. In United States Department of Justice v. Reporters Committee for
Freedom of the Press, 489 U.S. 749 (1989), the Supreme Court provided the following step-by-
step analysis to determine when Exemption 6 applies: (1) determine whether a personal privacy
interest is involved; (2) determine whether disclosure would serve the public interest; and (3)
balance the personal privacy interest against the public interest. Whether an invasion of privacy
is warranted cannot turn on the purposes for which the request for information is made.”
Reporters Comm, 489 U.S. at 771. “[T]he only relevant ‘public interest in disclosure’ to be
weighed in this balance is the extent to which disclosure would serve the ‘core purpose of

the FOIA,” which is ‘contribut[ing] significantly to public understanding of the operations or
activities of the government.” Department of Defense v. FLRA, 510 U.S. 487, 495 (1994)
(second alteration in original) (quoting Reporters Comm. for Freedom of Press, 489 U.S. at
775.) Courts have recognized a substantial privacy interest in avoiding “unwanted contact
following a FOIA disclosure.” ACLU v. DOJ, 655 F.3d 1, 11 (D.C. Cir. 2011) (collecting

cases); see FLRA, 510 U.S. 487 at 502. (upholding agency's refusal to disclose employees’
home addresses).

The information | am withholding under Exemption 6 consists of names, initials, job titles, email
addresses, phone numbers, direct contact information, conference links and codes, and VA
claims details of: federal employees, private citizens, or veterans. The lower-level federal
employees non-federal workers, private citizens, or veterans whose information is at issue have
a substantial privacy interest in their personal information and in their right to be free from being
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identified and targeted by the public for either questioning or insults. In weighing the privacy
interests of the lower-level employees mentioned in the documents, versus the public interest in
having these people’s direct contact information, | find that none of this information would help
the public to understand VA operations. On the other hand, it is foreseeable that a release of
this information would lead the public to contact these people directly either individually or as a
group to interrupt their official work duties by harassing them. This said, the names of higher-
level employees are being released.

FOIA Mediation

Under the provisions of the FOIA Improvement Act of 2016, the following contact information is
provided to assist FOIA requesters in resolving disputes:
VA Central Office FOIA Public Liaison:

Email Address: vacofoiaservice@va.gov

Office of Government Information Services (OGIS)
Email Address: ogis@nara.gov

Mailing address:

National Archives and Records Administration

8601 Adelphi Road

College Park, MD 20740-6001

FOIA Appeal
This concludes OSVA's Initial Agency Decision to request 26-16843-F. Please be advised that

should you desire to do so, you may appeal the determination made in this response to:
ogcfoiaappeals@va.gov

Office of General Counsel (024)

Department of Veterans Affairs

810 Vermont Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20420

If you should choose to file an appeal, please include a copy of this letter with your written
appeal and clearly indicate the basis for your disagreement with the determination set forth in
this response. Please be advised that in accordance with VA's implementing FOIA regulations
at 38 C.F.R. § 1.559, your appeal must be postmarked no later than ninety (90) days of the date
of this letter.

Sincerely,

Richard Ha, JD, CIPP/G
OSVA FOIA Officer

Enclosure: 135 pages, Bates-numbered 1-135
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