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Introduction

On September 23, 2009, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member James Sanders Jr., along with the Committee on Women’s Issues, chaired by Council Member Darlene Mealy, will hold a hearing addressing the lack of adequate services to veterans and their families struggling with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and domestic violence (DV).  Those invited to testify include: Hon. Roger K. Newman, Commissioner, Mayor’s Office of Veteran’s Affairs; Hon. Yolanda B. Jimenez, Commissioner, Commissioner, Mayor’s Office to Combat Domestic Violence; Benjamin Weinsbroth, Deputy Director, New York State Division of Veterans Affairs; Jessica Nicolosi, Military Sexual Trauma Coordinator, U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs;   Paul Reickhoff, Executive Director, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America; as well as other representatives and interested parties from veterans’ service organizations, military veterans and support groups.

Background

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Post-traumatic stress disorder or PTSD, is a type of anxiety disorder that’s triggered by a traumatic event.
. One might develop PTSD after experiencing or witnessing an event which caused intense fear, helplessness or horror
.  Post-traumatic stress disorder has long been associated with war even before it was known as such; the condition was often referred to as “Shell Shock”, “Combat Neurosis” and “Combat Fatigue” until 1980, when the current term was first used to describe the disorder in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), which is used by clinicians to diagnose mental health disorders.    

PTSD is one of the most common mental health disorders found among returning war veterans
. Rates for Iraq and Afghanistan veterans with PTSD are higher than the rates of occurrence for Vietnam veterans
. PTSD can take months or even years to manifest and the numbers of those affected will more likely continue to rise
. PTSD can be crippling for veterans, which in turn can cause tremendous stress on personal relationships and families of those suffering from it.  The complexity of the disorder and how it manifests coupled with limited access to mental health services for family members can lead to a very troubling situation for all involved.      


A comprehensive study entitled Invisible Wounds of War, Psychological and Cognitive Injuries, Their Consequences, and Services to Assist Recovery, done by the RAND Corporation in 2008, found that an estimated 300,000 of the 1.64 million service members who had been deployed for Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom (OEF/OIF) suffered from PTSD or major depression
. The study found that military service members with probable PTSD sought care at the same rate as the civilian population, and as with civilian population many were not receiving treatment
. 

The RAND study also examined veterans’ access to quality mental health treatment and identified gaps in the military and veterans healthcare systems
.  It was noted that even when individuals were receiving care, too few were receiving quality care
.
The researchers found that that unless focused efforts were made to improve accessibility and quality of care for PTSD, its prevalence will likely remain high
.  Untreated or mistreated PTSD can have enormous negative consequences on those afflicted and dramatically increases the likelihood of co-existing problems such as substance abuse, homelessness and suicide.
  

Domestic Violence

Domestic violence (DV) is a serious and complicated issue that affects thousands of New York City women and families.  Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a component of DV that refers to a pattern of coercive or violent tactics used by one partner to establish control over the other—including physical, sexual and psychological methods.
  Women who find themselves in such relationships face potential threats of injury, including fatal injury, on a daily basis.  In 2005, close to 4,000 women in New York City confirmed they were treated for injuries related to intimate partner violence.
  Between 2003 and 2005, 44% of fatal violence against women was attributed to intimate partner violence.
 
In general, high rates of marital instability have been recorded among veterans with PTSD, and veterans and active duty military men with PTSD have higher rates of committing domestic violence than the general population.
  This is most likely due to the fact that combat veterans with PTSD often display high levels of anger, and anger can prompt hostile behavior.
  Helen Benedict, author of “The Lonely Soldier:  The Private War of Women Serving in Iraq,” found that PTSD rates were higher for Iraq war veterans than for those who previously served in Afghanistan.
  Benedict states that one of the symptoms of PTSD is uncontrollable violence.
  Advocates suggest that in the past several years, hundreds of women, at least, have been assaulted or terrorized by intimate partners returning from Iraq.
  

During 2004 and 2005, about 69,000 women in New York City aged 18 and over claimed they feared an intimate partner.
  However, many DV victims keep their abuse hidden and do not seek help.  The New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH) indicates that DV victims often recognize that they are victims of violence but do not disclose such information due to fear of retribution by their batterer or concerns related to child custody or financial status.
  Fear of a batterer is often escalated by the batterer’s position of power outside the marital home.  

Advocates for military wives attribute victims’ ambivalence to come forward to the “Camouflage Code of Silence,” which refers to the military’s refusal to admit harsh realities for military wives suffering from DV.
  Journalist and author Ann Jones, referred to the military as proud of it’s tradition of misogyny and emotional repression.
  She stated that the military does not act on the problem of DV, but instead protects servicemen by regularly sheltering accused soldiers at military bases from civilian orders or protection or arrest warrants.

The Mayor’s Office to Combat Domestic Violence (OCDV) provides numerous services for DV victims, including legal assistance, mental health services and shelter.  OCDV encourages victims to use the New York City Domestic Violence Hotline for assistance, and provides a manual of services for specific DV needs in areas throughout the five boroughs.
  OCDV has numerous initiatives that attempt to target at risk populations, such as immigrants, elderly, disabled and teenagers.
  However, there does not appear to be any initiative or specialized outreach to veterans’ families.  Advocates call for recognition that veterans’ wives and children are an at-risk population for DV, and ask that DV services target outreach efforts to veterans’ families, as well as develop relationships with those mental health providers servicing veterans with PTSD.

Conclusion

Higher levels of combat exposure due to multiple long tours of duty have dramatically increased the rate of our troops’ mental heath issues
.  After many months in a war zone in which daily life consists of surprise attacks, direct assaults, deaths of colleagues, inadvertent civilian casualties and narrow escapes, it is often difficult to settle into a quiet domestic lifestyle
.  Reported miscalculations of those needing mental health services, inadequate treatment options and the fear of stigma attached to seeking help, has left many veterans and their families struggling with the damaging effect of PTSD on their lives.  In addition, military culture often does not effectively deal with mental health issues or domestic violence and consequently exacerbates the situation.


New York City is home to thousands of returning veterans who will be living and working here after completing their service to the country.  Although most will readjust to civilian life, a number will exhibit PTSD or some other psychiatric disorder.
  In order to properly address the situation, improvements to mental health services for veterans suffering from PTSD needs to go beyond the Veterans Administration (VA) and Department of Defense (DoD) healthcare systems
.  Although the problem stems from military service, it has far reaching effects in all areas of our society.  Today’s hearing seeks to examine the manner in which New York City can help to identify and provide services to families of veterans struggling with the devastating fallout of PTSD and domestic violence.   
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