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Suicide Prevention


Struggling with mental demons, Kayla Williams went to her bathroom and held a gun in her hand, contemplating suicide.  It was 2004 and she’d been home for only a few months after serving as an Army sergeant and Arab linguist in the Iraq War.  But, hers is one story that doesn’t end in tragedy:  Ms. Williams held those demons at bay long enough to get the help she needed.  (Taken from a New York Times article.)


Suicide is a national issue and far exceeds the ability of any one organization to handle alone.  From 2007 to 2017 the rate of suicide among veterans jumped about 50%.  We have lost more than 60,000 veterans to suicide over ten years.


The American Legion is deeply troubled by the high suicide rate among our nation’s veterans.  Particularly concerning is the situation facing our youngest veterans.  Since the beginning of the global war on terrorism the suicide rate among 18-24-year-old Iraq and Afghanistan veterans has risen nearly five-fold to an all-time high (124 per 100,000) ten times the national average.  


While suicidal behavior is multi-faceted, traumatic brain injury (TBI) and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) play a significant role in the high suicide rate.  As our nation deals with the effect of nearly two decades of conflict, the need for mental health services to our veterans will increase in the years to come. 


In 2010 VA clinical practice guidelines cautioned providers against the use of benzodiazepines, a psychoactive drug prescribed for anxiety and insomnia.  Growing evidence shows the potential risk of side effects, including an increase of PTSD symptoms, a risk of suicidal thoughts and risk of accidental overdose.   VA health care workers prescribe harmful and deadly medications to over 25% of newly diagnosed veterans with PTSD despite the known severe risks.


The American Legion recommends Congress put in place mechanisms to track and monitor possible toxic and dangerous prescription drug combinations that veterans receive.  An automatic flagging system would alert providers and their supervisors of potential fatal prescription drug combinations.  In addition, the American Legion urges the VA to properly disclose any negative effects of benzodiazepines and gain consent of the individual veteran before initiating treatment.  Resolution No 165:  Traumatic Brain Injury and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder Programs.


The American Legion believes that all health care possibilities should be explored and considered to find the appropriate treatment, therapies and cures for veterans from TBI and PTSD that are based on the individual veteran’s needs.  Rather than merely treating a veteran’s symptoms independently, the VA should strive to provide personalized, empowering, holistic and patient-driven health care.    


The American Legion actively monitors veterans’ health care at the Department of Defense and Veterans Affairs medical facilities.  In 2017 the American Legion established a Suicide Prevention program and aligned the program under the TBI/PTSD committee to review methods, programs and strategies used to reduce veteran suicide.


In May of 2019, The American Legion launched an online mental health survey as part of continuing research into mental health issues impacting veterans.  The data collected indicated 82.47 percent of participants never received any form of suicide prevention training and 67.39 percent of participants were somewhat likely, likely or very likely to take suicide-prevention training if offered.  The survey identified that 84.23 percent of respondents never sought mental health care from VA Vet Centers, and nearly 40 percent of respondents were unsure of eligibility for VA mental health services.


Supporting Resolutions:


No 28:    Suicide Prevention Program



No 577:  Support for Veterans Quality of Life



No 165:  Traumatic Brain Injury and Post Traumatic Stress Disorder Programs


Today as you read this Legislative Newsletter, twenty (20) veterans will have died by suicide.  Let us not let these brave men and women who served their country faithfully die in vain. 


What can Congress do? 

· Urge the DoD and VA to implement an automatic flagging system to alert providers of potentially fatal prescription drug combinations. 

· Provide VA the necessary funding for complementary and alternative therapies for treating TBI, PTSD and other mental health conditions.

· Improve VA’s hiring process for mental health providers.

· Increase funding for DoD and VA suicide-prevention programs.

For God and Country,

Donna Dillard

Southern Division Legislative Chairperson

105 Pawnee Trail

Lake Kiowa, TX  76240

(903) 870-8770
















