February 26, 2008

TO:  THE PEOPLE OF LEGISLATIVE DISTRICT 8

IRAQ & AFGHANISTAN VETERANS’ MENTAL HEALTH CARE NEEDS SHORTCHANGED
In what can only be described as a national disgrace, veterans of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan are lacking access to mental health care.   This lack of access to mental health care, as well as a lack in access to general healthcare, is most acute in rural areas.
Governor O’Malley has introduced legislation – “Maryland Veterans Behavioral Health” HB 372 – to provide better access to mental health treatment for these returning veterans.   The measure establishes behavioral health service coordination among agencies of state and federal government:  The Maryland Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, the U. S. Department of Veterans Affairs, the Maryland Department of Veterans Affairs, the Maryland National Guard and the Maryland Defense Force.   The Governor has put $3.5 million in his budget to fund the program.
Maryland has more than 10,000 veterans of the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars.   Projections show that 5,000 more Marylanders will be veterans by the end of 2008.   It is estimated that of the 15,000 veterans, 5,000 will have mental health or substance abuse problems and about 1,800 will be assisted through the program’s services.
Mental health studies point to the high risk to soldiers of contracting post traumatic stress syndrome – PTSS – from one or more deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan.   The ever-present uncertainty of urban guerilla combat, with its random injuries and deaths, assaults the emotional stability of even the most battle-hardened soldier.   Studies show that 50% of the veterans returning from Iraq or Afghanistan combat zones have behavioral health problems.
It should be emphasized that PTSS, left untreated, usually dooms a veteran’s adjustment to civilian life and often results in divorce, homelessness, unemployment, substance abuse and life long struggles with depression.   These returning veterans must be treated with honor and respect.  Their medical needs, whether physical or mental, must be met swiftly with state of the art treatment.   These young men and women have honored us with their commitment to our country.   As a nation and a state, we must honor our commitment to them as well.
Please do not hesitate to contact me on this or any other legislative issue of concern to you.   As always, I encourage and welcome your input.

