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The invisible wounds of veterans
By JEREMY WILLIAMS
HOUSTON CHRONICLE
May 29, 2011, 8:52PM

Memorial Day is a day of remembrance of those who died in service
to our country. It is also a day to remember our warriors who were
wounded in combat. For the returning warrior, the "war" has just
begun. The new front is now inside the warrior's mind; it is the
constant reliving and experiencing of the realities of combat. The
nightmares, intrusive thoughts, anger and outwardly numb
appearance are the result of months and years in combat.

The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have exposed an estimated 2
million service members to repeated deployments, long periods of
combat-related stress, traumatic events and more, prompting the
military to increase its concern for the mental health of our military
personnel and their family members.

With the second largest population of veterans in the nation, the
Houston area is in urgent need of greater behavioral health outreach and services for returning veterans and their
families.

Some reports suggest that around 25 percent of U.S. service members returning from Afghanistan and Iraq will
experience one or more combat-related problems such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain
injury, depression or anxiety disorders. A significant number will return to Houston with these major health issues.
While many will receive appropriate care and treatment, it is reported that as many as half will delay or fail to get
help primarily due to the stigma attached to seeking care. Without treatment, mental illnesses such as major
depression and PTSD can greatly increase the risk of suicide.

All branches of the armed forces are working to care for mental health needs of these individuals. However, loved
ones of service members can help reduce stigma and ensure returning veterans seek treatment if they need it by
learning about the common, treatable mental health risks facing soldiers who have experienced trauma.

Caring for our military service members also includes tending to the well-being of their families and caregivers.
Family members are also at risk of developing mental health problems. When service members go to war, the
families are affected. Many times, they too endure depression, anxiety and fear as they cope with issues such as
loneliness, distance, long-term deployment and thoughts of the unknown danger their loved one may experience.

Additionally, when veterans return home their families are physically and emotionally unprepared to care for the
physical injuries, disabilities and/or mental health needs of their loved ones. Many of these family members,
including children, will experience a change in their roles and become caregivers that could potentially result in
other mental health concerns.

To help address this need in our community, in 2008, Mental Health America of Greater Houston convened more
than 100 individuals representing 70 city, county and state agencies to develop a plan to address the needs of
returning veterans and their families in the Houston area. Our work focused on the successful community
reintegration of Houston's returning veterans and families and their need for community support as they face issues
such as the dissolution of the family unit, substance abuse, unemployment, family/domestic violence, poverty,
criminal prosecution, homelessness and suicide.

In 2009, MHA Houston presented these recommendations to the city and Harris County, and in April 2010 the
Houston/Harris County Veterans Behavioral Health Initiative began to implement the recommendations through
collaborations between government and nongovernmental organizations.

Our efforts are focused on expanding peer-to-peer mentoring and outreach services for veterans and their families,
training law enforcement personnel on responding to veterans in crisis, providing veteran-specific trauma training
for non-military health care providers, and a multifaceted public awareness campaign to encourage veterans and
families to seek help and advocacy.

Though we can never repay our debt for their sacrifice, MHA Houston and local entities are working to ensure that
veterans and their families receive the mental health care, treatment and resources that they need and have
earned.

Williams serves as MHA Houston's Veterans Behavioral Health Program coordinator. In 2007, he was retired
from the Marine Corps as a result of his combat wounds.
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