Senator Kay Hagan
B40A Dirksen Senate Office Building 

Washington, DC 20510

March 19, 2009
Dear Senator Hagan,
The number of suicides in the military and among veterans provides disturbing  proof that America is not doing enough to care for its heroes post traumatic stress injuries.  The US Army had a record number of suicides in 2008, exceeding the previous mark set in 2007.
  Marines’ suicides also reached their highest number in 2008 since the invasion of Iraq in 2003.
     The death toll for 2009 could be horrendous, if the 600% increase in suicides January 2009 compared to January 2008 is any indication of where we are headed.
  The tragic trend gets even worse after discharge.  Iraq and Afghanistan veterans are more than 35% more likely to commit suicide than the general population.
 

The military is responding with training programs and other measures to help our service members with their post traumatic stress injuries.  However, training alone is not going to defeat the stigma mental illness that prevents service members from getting the help that they need.  As Admiral Michael Mullen, Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staffs, said, “we have to give a (mental health) screening to everybody to help remove the stigma of raising your hand.”
 There is a simple and effective screening measure to defeat this deadly stigma and the military needs to enact it now, before the list of preventable deaths grows even longer.

In March of 2007, a colleague of mine who is the Executive Director of NAMI Montana, lost his step-brother Chris Dana to suicide induced by post traumatic stress symptoms from his tour in Iraq.  In response to Chris’s death and the corresponding public outcry, the Governor and the Montana National Guard developed the premier program in the country for dealing with post traumatic stress injuries in returning members of the National Guard.  The foundation of this program is a series of five face-to-face counseling sessions that every returning service member has with a licensed civilian counselor.  These sessions occur first when the service member gets home and then every six months afterward for two years. 
The counseling sessions have proven remarkable at overcoming the stigma barrier to get our warriors the help that they need.  Over forty percent of the National Guard that attended the screening session requested a referral for help.
  This simple and cost-effective program needs to be expanded to the national level so it can help same the lives of all of our heroes returning from combat.
I am writing to ask you to co-sponsor the legislation being introduced by NAMI Montana to support screening for all service members returning from combat and every six months thereafter for the next two years.

Thank you for considering this important request.  I will follow up with your office in the next week so we can determine how this fits with your priorities.


Sincerely,



Debra G. Dihoff, MA



Executive Director

Cc: 
Matt Kuntz 
Public Policy Committee
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