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INTRODUCTION
On Tuesday, October 29, 2024, the Committee on Veterans (the Committee), chaired by Council Member Robert Holden, and the Committee on Mental Health, Disabilities and Addiction, chaired by Council Member Linda Lee, will conduct an oversight hearing on Supporting the Families of Veterans with PTSD. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), representatives of Veterans’ organizations in New York City (NYC), and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among Veterans significantly affects not only the individuals but also their spouses and children.[footnoteRef:2] While considerable attention has been given to the lasting effects of PTSD on Veterans themselves, less focus has been placed on the profound impact it has on their families. Children often become "hidden helpers," assuming caregiving roles that can lead to their own emotional and mental health challenges, including depression, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  McLean Hospital, Effects of Trauma on Military & Families, McLean Hospital (2023), available at https://www.mcleanhospital.org/essential/military-trauma.]  [3:  Id.] 

A June 2024 segment on 60 Minutes highlighted these issues, noting that of the 2 million Americans who served in Afghanistan and Iraq, at least 600,000 have been diagnosed with PTSD.[footnoteRef:4] The program featured the story of Kristopher Rotenberry, who was seven when his father returned from active duty with a brain injury and PTSD.[footnoteRef:5] Kristopher took on responsibilities beyond his years to shield his family from his father's emotional episodes, ultimately leading to his own mental health crisis.[footnoteRef:6] His mother emphasized the importance of recognizing and addressing the struggles faced by military families, stating, "It's okay to not be resilient... It's okay to ask for help."[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Pelley, Scott, “How some children living in the homes of wounded warriors become family caregivers,” 60 Minutes, CBS News (June 30, 2024), transcript available at https://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-some-children-living-in-the-homes-of-wounded-warriors-become-family-caregivers-60-minutes-transcript/.]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  Id.]  [7:  Id.] 

Former U.S. Senator Elizabeth Dole, a caregiver for her late husband and Veteran Senator Bob Dole, established the Elizabeth Dole Foundation to support caregivers of Veterans.[footnoteRef:8] The foundation provides emergency financial assistance, peer support programs for children dealing with PTSD-related issues at home, and in-home respite care to offer relief to struggling families.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Id.]  [9:  Id.] 

According to the United States (U.S.) Government Accountability Office (GAO) report to Congressional Committees in February 2024, mental health has been a “persistent and growing issue” for U.S. Veterans.[footnoteRef:10] Although the report, entitled VA Health Care: Opportunities Exist to Further Meet Student Veterans’ Mental Health Needs, focused on student Veterans’ mental health issues, the transmittal letter to the Committee on Veterans’ Affairs noted that the overall number of Veterans who received mental health treatment from the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) more than doubled between 2006 and 2023.[footnoteRef:11] Looking at a breakdown by age for the year 2021, the rate of mental illness was highest for Veterans in the 18- to 49-year-old age group at 33 percent compared to a rate of only 11 percent for Veterans 50 and older.[footnoteRef:12] It can be assumed that a substantial number of Veterans in the lower age range of 18 to 49 would have spouses and children, who might be precisely positioned to feel the secondhand effects of any mental health issues those Veterans are facing. [10:  U.S. Government Accountability Office, VA Health Care: Opportunities Exist to Further Meet Student Veterans’ Mental Health Needs (February 2024), available at GAO-24-106620, VA HEALTH CARE: Opportunities Exist to Further Meet Student Veterans’ Mental Health Needs.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  Id.] 

Under the City Charter, DVS is authorized to partner with therapy providers to assist Veterans and their families.[footnoteRef:13] The Commissioner is responsible for informing U.S. military and naval authorities and assisting servicemembers and Veterans in matters pertaining to educational training, health, medical and rehabilitation services, and other related areas.[footnoteRef:14] Thus, supporting families affected by Veterans' PTSD aligns with the agency's charter-assigned duties.  [13:  New York City Charter § 3102(a).]  [14:  Id.] 

DVS has implemented several initiatives to support Veterans and their families affected by PTSD. For example, DVS offers resources and referrals to mental health services specifically tailored for military families.[footnoteRef:15] However, despite the initiatives undertaken by DVS, there is limited availability of specialized programs within NYC that address the unique needs of Veterans' spouses and children specifically related to PTSD. While DVS provides referrals to external services, there is an opportunity for the agency to develop and implement in-house programs or partnerships focused on family support for PTSD. Additionally, awareness of DVS's PTSD-related resources among the Veteran community may be insufficient, indicating a need for more robust marketing and outreach efforts targeting families affected by PTSD.  [15:  See N.Y.C. Dep't of Veterans' Servs., Wellness, https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/mental-and-behavioral-health.page; N.Y.C. Dep't of Veterans' Servs., Military Families and Caregivers, https://www.nyc.gov/site/veterans/services/military-families-and-caregivers.page. ] 

In June 2024, the Committee conducted an oversight hearing on Promising Therapies for Veterans’ Mental and Emotional Health.[footnoteRef:16] The therapies discussed at that hearing were designed to help Veterans who are living with PTSD, but some were designed to help Veterans and their spouses and children deal with both the primary and secondary effects of PTSD,[footnoteRef:17] including these:  [16:  New York City Council, Committee on Veterans, Oversight Hearing on Promising Therapies for Veterans’ Mental and Emotional Health (June 18, 2024), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/MeetingDetail.aspx?ID=1203141&GUID=791715F7-4C1C-447E-B41B-AA453F70CC4B&Options=info|&Search=.]  [17:  New York City Council, Committee on Veterans, Committee Report on Promising Therapies for Veterans’ Mental and Emotional Health, at 4-6 (June 18, 2024), available at https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=6704329&GUID=01931B83-32A1-4BAA-9697-D3D2837F8014&Options=&Search=.] 

· With 53 chapters and five therapeutic programs in 24 states, Heroes on the Water was the brainchild of Jim Dolan, a retired Air Force major, though the nonprofit organization was not founded until years after his death. Dolan came to believe that Veterans could heal from PTSD and other past and present stresses through kayak fishing after he first took soldiers from Brooke Army Medical Center on a kayak fishing trip. Since its founding in 2007, Heroes on the Water has given more than 61,000 Veterans, first responders, and their families a way to use nature to help them cope.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Dave Lubach, “This vet-founded nonprofit is fishing for healing,” Military Times (February 27, 2024), available at This vet-founded nonprofit is fishing for healing (militarytimes.com).] 


· Soldiers Freedom Outdoors, a public charity, has worked since 2011 to provide eco therapy, also known as nature therapy (including fishing, boating, and hiking), and equine therapy to hundreds of soldiers to relieve symptoms of PTSD. At Camp Freedom (Melrose, Florida) and Camp Meridale (Meridian, Mississippi), the organization offers free small-group weekend retreats to allow Veterans and active military to share their experiences to “heal the hidden wounds of war.” Special events, like Water Sports Days and Horses 101, are available for family members.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Soldiers Freedom Outdoors website at https://www.soldiersfreedomoutdoors.org/.] 


· Music as Medicine was a virtual Vet-to-Vet Café workshop held on March 27, 2024, and sponsored by the Hospice and Palliative Care program at MJHS (a not-for-profit health care system in NYC). Speakers at the workshop explained the power of music to regulate the moods of Veterans in care, to decrease their physical pain and anxiety, and to provide solace and emotional healing. Currently, 110 music therapists work for U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) medical centers. In New York State, music therapists are required to have a master’s degree in music therapy as well as a State license. Family members can also participate in the music sessions.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Music as Medicine, Vet-to-Vet Café, Hospice and Palliative Care, MJHS (March 27, 2024).] 


· According to Dr. Shannon Sisco at Houston VA, equine-assisted therapy “is a great alternative approach that allows Veterans to address their trauma in a hands-on way, alongside other Veterans who understand their story.” Sisco has explained that the point is “to develop a trusting relationship with your horse, which in many ways brings out lessons about our own relationships and helps us learn new ways of being in them.” In this therapy, Veterans need not actually ride horses, but rather interact with them, with the assistance of a trained therapist. For example, Sunny Creek Ranch outside of Houston was started by Air Force Veteran spouse Shannon Novak and hosts an equine therapy program, which is staffed solely by Veterans and their families; Veterans may participate in individual equine therapy sessions, along with their immediate family members, or in small groups with other Veterans.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  VA,“Taking the reins through equine-assisted therapy” (August 31, 2022), at https://www.va.gov/houston-health-care/stories/taking-the-reins-through-equine-assisted-therapy/.] 


Services like family therapy and trauma-informed programs, such as those offered by the VA, have shown promise in supporting Veterans and their families; however, participation rates in family therapy remain low, with only about 4 percent of Veterans receiving trauma treatment also engaging in family therapy.[footnoteRef:22] Those who do engage in family therapy report better retention and outcomes in their individual treatment plans.[footnoteRef:23] This suggests that integrating family support services could enhance overall mental health outcomes for Veterans and their loved ones.[footnoteRef:24] [22:  Jessica Dodge et al., Retention in Individual Trauma-Focused Treatment Following Family-Based Treatment Among US Veterans, JAMA Netw. Open (2023), available at https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2813182.]  [23:  Id.]  [24:  Id.] 


 CONCLUSION
At this hearing, the Committee looks forward to gaining an understanding of the experience of families who are suffering through the effects of a Veteran’s PTSD diagnosis and learning to what degree DVS has already supported and will continue to support any assistance for the affected children, spouses, and partners. The Committee is also interested in whether there is anything the City Council could do to support outreach by DVS to families that face this ongoing mental health crisis.


11
1
image1.png




