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Ms. Carla Mikkelson

Committee Assistant

Senate Committee on Veterans and Emergency Preparedness
Oregon State Legislature

900 Court Street NE, Room 354

Salem, Oregon 97301

April 2,2013

Re: SB 762, relating to veterans, directing the ODVA to conduct a public outreach campaign to
prevent veteran suicide and to increase awareness of veteran's federal VA benefits.

Dear Chair Boquist and Committee Members:

Thank you for the opportunity to give testimony about Senate Bill 762. Had I thought when I
drafted this bill, I would have called it the Band of Brothers Suicide-Prevention and Outreach
Program. This legislation is a combination of experiences meeting with the various Band of
Brothers groups plus with fellow veterans on the campaign trail. 1 want to give credit to
Representative McLane for his willingness to get this legislation drafted and to Chair Boquist for
graciously making it a committee bill.

A constant theme when talking with veterans is that we must,
do something about the outrageous suicide rate among
veterans. Estimates of the total suicide count among Vietnam
Veterans range as high as over 150,000'. We know that the
most accurate national statistic is 22 veteran suicides a day",
After a great deal of thought, including my work with children
and parents as a school psychologist, I reached the conclusion
that the only way to prevent these suicides is through one-on-
one encounters. Many suicidal people never reach out to
professionals, although some do and still commit suicide.
Developing a goal of zero veteran suicides in Oregon will
require the engagement of an army of concerned family,
friends, neighbors and community members who received
sufficient training to recognize signs of suicide, what to do as a lay person and who to turn to for
help. A residual benefit from this program is that we increase prevention-awareness for all, not
just the veteran. Suicide is a contagious disease. The odds of someone committing suicide go up
when they had a family member or close friend who committed suicide. In addition, an
Australian study confirmed that children of Vietnam veterans were committing suicide at a ratio
of over three times that of the general public®. We can never pay for or staff our state agencies
to make a difference. An army of volunteers, however, can strive towards a goal of zero veteran
suicide. I realize that we are unlikely to fully achieve that goal. Without that goal, however, we
will never begin to prevent veteran suicide.




Far too many veterans are unaware of their federal veteran benefits. The reasons range from a
lack of interest to misinformation the veteran received while in the military. In addition, some
veterans are not aware they have a service-connected disability, such as PTSD, until they are
around others who help them put a name to their symptoms. This second part of the public
outreach program is to increase awareness, not force any veteran to seek eligibility for services.
It will also not create lay counselors or veterans service officers. On the campaign trail, I
encountered veterans living in poverty, worried about paying their bills, yet they were probably
eligible for a veteran's pension. Others thought they weren't eligible for health care, although
their terms of service suggested eligibility. They didn't know where to go to see if they were
eligible. As the attached fact sheet points out, only a minority of veterans are knowledge about
their benefits.

I envisage this legislation creating an outreach program that partners with all available
government agencies, nonprofits, businesses and individuals to train and increase awareness of
the signs of suicide and veterans' benefits. It is my hope that ODVA will leverage this funding
to craft a vigorous outreach campaign. I expect that, other than the funding to ODVA, other
government agencies will see the outreach program as an extension of their mission. For
instance, I would not expect that ODVA would need to fund county mental health to accomplish
their expected suicide-prevention mission. ODVA should have the flexibility to use their own
staff or contract the program out in a manner that obtains the most for the dollar. The intent is
that this is to be a volunteer-driven process where ODVA acts as the facilitator. I would hope
there will be enthusiastic support from the media to drive the outreach beyond the limited means
of ODVA. From my experience in the La Pine community, I also believe, that if ODVA
approaches organizations, like the Chamber of Commerce, as equal partners, they will receive
enthusiastic support and engagement.

Funding the outreach, even though it is desperately needed, is difficult. Voluntary contributions
through a checkoff program seemed the most acceptable method. Like any other fund-raising
method, public awareness of the opportunity and the need are critical. In addition, a sense of the
public's acceptance of the “product” helps. A recent survey suggested that the public might view
veterans and their sacrifice to our country favorably. Greater than 90% of the public surveyed
had pride in our troops™. Analysis of the Oregon checkoff program* (1991 to 2011) indicated
that the number of individual contributions through the program trended downward, however,
the amount collected generally trended upward. The median number of contributors was

104,117 with a mean individual contribution of $6.79 (range = $3.19 to $9.43). Obviously, we
cannot expect that every contributor will donate to the veterans' outreach program or that every
contribution will be $6.79. Of the 1.5 million Oregon returns filed (all kinds), 6.6 percent



contributed through the checkoff program. The DMV program is new without a history of
contributions. According to their statistics, about four million vehicles were registered in 2012.
Without the means to view the future, however, let me supply the following for your review:

Number of Estimated Annual Amount DMYV Estimate Total Biennium
Contributors Times Based on 6.6 Percent of
Median Number who Use Registrations
Checkoff Contributing $1.00 each
10% $70,695 $264,000 $669,390
20% $141.390 $264,000 $810,780
30% $212.085 $264,000 $952.170

[ should point out, that as the program rolls out, awareness will improve which should lead to
increased contributions through the checkoff program. Again, donor success depends on
awareness of the program and the need. Initially, | suspect veterans will be the largest
supporting group.

I cannot predict the amount to be raised through a checkoff program, however, | can predict that
the State of Oregon will save money with this outreach program. When veterans obtain services
through the Department of Veterans Affairs, state money previously obligated to the veteran,
such as Medicaid dollars, becomes available for others. The more veterans who utilize the
federal VA system, the fewer dollars the State must spend on the veteran. Without spending any
tax dollars, the state will actually see a rate of return on the outreach program.

As states prepare their eligibility systems and procedures for the 2014 Medicaid expansion,they
may wish to consider implementing data matching and other programs to help identify veterans
and inform them of the benefits available to them through the VA. Washington State uses the
Public Assistance Reporting Information System (PARIS) to identify veterans enrolled in
Medicaid and help them transition to VA benefits. This approach has saved the state over
8$30million as of the end of FY 2011"

Finally, setting aside all fiscal consideration, | leave you with the real reason we must put this
program into law:
“Paul was a good pal and a nice person but sadly the war changed this. Soon afier the
war he took to drugs and alcoholism, and to fund it, crime... Lonely, with only his aging
parents and me to turn to, Paul was headed for disaster ...Two weeks later (afier his
suicide) his father and mother gassed themselves in their car in their garage. With them
a note: ‘We 're joining our son."”

Respectfully submitted,

John Huddle, Ed.D.
Army Veteran
(541) 728-3105
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'SB 762
Relating to veterans: Creating a Public Information Campaign to Prevent Suicide
and Inform Veterans of their Federal Veteran's Benefits

Fiscal Impact (estimated, biennium): $500,000
\Revenue (check off program, estimated): $669,390
| Targeting Oregon Veterans: 338,527

What SB 762 Will Do

7 Provide ODVA with a mandate to spread the message about suicide prevention and awareness of VA
benefits to:

77 Nonprofits

7% Veterans Service Organizations
7 Chamber of Commerce

7% Social Media

72 Broadcast Media

= Interested Individuals

7% Train the above groups by partnerships, webinars or any other effective means to prepare an army
of volunteers:

-~

77 Recognize signs of suicide, know what to do and where to go to help the veteran get help

77 Know the basic programs available through the VA and where the veteran needs to go to find out|
more and enroll j

7= Raise awareness of our veterans and increase appreciation for their service

7% Will not train anyone to be a counselor or a veterans service officer (VSO)

3

% Fund the program by voluntary checkoff contributions from:

77 Income tax returns
7 Vehicle registrations

77 Why SB 7627
77 Only effective way to prevent suicide is through friends, family and the community,
77 Word of mouth is the best medium of all (Bill Bernbach).

3¢ To do these things really well, always remember the three reasons people talk. They want to feel
good, they want to help others, and they want to belong to a group (Andy Sernovirz ).

< Avrecurring theme is the need for the VHA to work in concert with other federal, state, and local
government agencies; private for-profit and not-for-profit health care providers; veterans, their
Sfamilies, and their communities; and other individuals or organizations that might be able to help
(Erin Bagalman, 2013').

=]

Please Support SB 762




Veterans Are At Risk for Veterans Are Unaware of Their |
i Suicide®® Benefits* -
| Veteran Suicides Statistics Veterans' Awareness Statistics
: General Benefits 40.0%
| Veteran Suicides - Nationally 22 per daymwﬁ B Health Benefits 34.1%|
| Percent of Veterans in the Oregon 269 Enrolled for Health Benefits 25.0% |
il Suicide Rate 6% j Enrolled and Aware of Health Benefits 47.5% |
i — ; Not Enrolled and Aware of Health 8.1%
3 Percent of Non-veteran Suicides age 379% ‘ Benefits
150 & Older | Home Loan Guaranty 35.4%
Vbircent of Vikeran Suleides age50 & |, [ Education and Training Benefits 37.7% |
| Older 69% ‘ Burial Benefits 29.0%
i Veterans Who Lack Health Insurance |
| Male Veteran Suicides 97% ] Without Health Insurance - All 13.0% |
| Male Non-veteran Suicides 74% Without Health Insurance — under 65 21.2%|
i = 1 Without Health Insurance — over 65 3.0% |
 Female Veteran Suicides - 3j/ﬂ S ﬁi Veterans Aware of VA Health Care Coverage
| Female Non-veteran Suicides 26% ? by Period of Service :
' { World War I1 25.0%
| White Male Veteran Suicides 93% 1 Korean War 23.8%|
Children of Vietnam Veterans have three times the | 1947 to 1950 23.0%
suicide rate of the general population®. < Vietnam Era 19.2% |
- ' 1990 to 2001 19.0%
- . 1975 to 1990 16.0%
Suicide Prevention September 2001 & Later 21.8%
<+ Know the Signs Veterans Who Searched for Health Care Eligibility
i Respond Quickly All Veterans 19.8% |
. Women Veterans 22.2%|
# Ofter Balpand Support Hispanic Veterans 24.7%
.. frican-American Veterans 33.6%
Suicide Quotes September 2001 & Later 34.6%
It's hard to answer the question "what's wrong" when Young Veterans (18-30) 38.4%
nothings right. Demobilized Guard and Reserves ;
“I believe he never left Vietnam in his head because he Understand VA Benefits 61.4%
always talked about dreams he kept having about Nam. VA Health Care Benefits are Available 18.0%
One day he locked himself o
in the basement and started drinking. When the police Hile Lo Guernice Ll i
came after being called by his wife, he just stated that he Rural Veterans |
was tired and shot himself in the head.” Oregon Rural Veterans Comprise of Total 28.4% l

VETERANS by COUNTY?
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