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Good morning, my name is Carmen Collado. I am Director of Public Policy and Government Relations at the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services (JBFCS). 

I would like to thank the Chairs of this meeting Assemblymembers Peter Rivera, Felix Ortiz and Adriano Espaillat.  I’d like to thank all of our legislative leaders who work to serve New York State Veterans in need of Mental Health and Social services.

At JBFCS the Home Again: Veterans and Families Initiative provides readjustment and reintegration services to Iraq and Afghanistan vets and their families.  When servicemen and women return from war, there is often a period of emotional adjustment needed, in addition to the concrete needs that many have to effectively reintegrate to work, school and family life.  Home Again helps with this transition.  After being in the war zone, working closely with one’s unit, adjusting to the daily demands of “civilian life” is challenging. This can be even more difficult when faced with psychological effects of combat experience, such as PTSD and depression.  Substance abuse often follows as some veterans attempt to self-medicate.  We are seeing returning soldiers suffer from these conditions, while struggling with the inherent military message that they should be able to withstand adversity without asking for or accepting help.  

Sometimes, veterans are home for more than a year before they realize they need more support.  One female Iraq war veteran was referred to our program by a legal advocacy group after her children were removed from her care by the city child welfare agency ACS.  As a result of her Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms she developed difficulty with following instructions from authority and did not follow through with ACS guardianship requirements for her children.  Through the Home Again program, she received treatment for her PTSD, experienced significant decrease in symptoms, is currently gainfully employed, and her children are being returned to her care this week having satisfied ACS requirements.  

In addition, many families of veterans may not understand why their loved one is acting differently or the symptoms of their mental illness.  We provide this information through materials such as DVDs, informational flyers, and pamphlets, in addition to couples and family counseling.  Providing the proper tools to the families of vets is essential for vets and their families to move forward.  We recently provided couples’ therapy to parents of an Afghanistan veteran who was not able to move on in his life after returning from the war.  Therapy for the parents helped them to develop a greater understanding of their son’s symptoms. They were able to communicate better about shared goals regarding their son's life and have developed effective strategies for conflict resolution in family interactions. 

Critical to the success of Home Again are the veteran Peer Advocates we employ through the CUNY Office of Veteran Affairs.  Peer Advocates identify other vets in need and provide information and services under our training and supervision.  This model helps address stigma issues since many veterans do not want to access mental health care for fear of being viewed as “weak.”  When one of our Veteran Peer Advocates helps them understand that it’s okay to ask for help, the transition is easier.   Many veterans do not want to walk into a mental health clinic.   This peer support is a critical service, and it is necessary to have this component in the non-traditional setting such as CUNY.  

The Peer Advocates have benefited from learning about how to support other vets, and have gained self confidence in outreach work and public presentations.  As veterans who are themselves reintegrating into school/work, this experience is invaluable as they can apply their own life experience as an asset in the job.  Additionally, many of them hope to serve veterans in their future careers, and this experience is giving them the tools to do so.  They are making important connections in the community and gaining the skills required to serve this population. Vets helping vets serves another purpose: employment in a helping profession.

Home Again also provides education to the community, including training for civilian therapists in understanding the important military cultural aspects of serving veterans.  This service is necessary as we will see more veterans and their families seeking care in our programs over the next several years. 

We have learned that it is necessary to be an established program within the veteran community in order to gain trust.  We have developed valuable relationships with Vet centers and other veteran-serving organizations, and at this time, it is critical to maintain these relationships.    

We urge you to recognize the critical need for support for returning vets, and to continue to look for ways to fund outreach efforts.  Connecting with vets takes time, and it is important for us to measure outcomes for these services over multiple budget years in recognition of the needs of the men and women who have served our nation.  

Thank you once again for this opportunity to testify.
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