ALASKA STATE LEG SLATURE
HOUSE SPECI AL COW TTEE ON M LI TARY AND VETERANS' AFFAI RS
February 26, 2015
1: 03 p. m

VEMBERS PRESENT

Representative Bob Herron, Chair
Representative Jim Col ver
Representative Gabriell e LeDoux
Representative Bob Lynn
Representati ve Max G uenberg
Representative Chris Tuck

VEVMBERS ABSENT
Represent ati ve Shel | ey Hughes
COMM TTEE CALENDAR

HOUSE BI LL NO. 61

"An Act relating to special notor vehicle registration plates
for recipients of the Bronze Star, Silver Star, or other
nmeritorious service awards; and providing for an effective
date."

- MOVED CSHB 61(M.V) OQUT OF COW TTEE

PRESENTATI ON: DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND SOCI AL SERVI CES; ALASKA
VA HEALTHCARE SYSTEM

- HEARD
PREVI QUS COW TTEE ACTI ON
BILL: HB 61
SHORT TI TLE: M LI TARY MERI TORI OQUS AWARD LI CENSE PLATES

SPONSOR(s): REPRESENTATI VE(s) GARA, CRUENBERG VAZQUEZ, LYNN,
LEDOUX

01/ 21/ 15 (H) PREFI LE RELEASED 1/16/ 15

01/ 21/ 15 (H) READ THE FIRST TIME - REFERRALS
01/ 21/ 15 (H) MV, STA, FIN

02/ 10/ 15 (H MLV AT 1: 00 PM CAPI TOL 120

02/ 10/ 15 (H Heard & Hel d

02/ 10/ 15 (H) M NUTE( MLV)

02/ 26/ 15 (H MLV AT 1: 00 PM CAPI TOL 120

HOUSE MLV COW TTEE -1- February 26, 2015



W TNESS REG STER

AMY ERI CKSON, Director

Di vision of Mtor Vehicles

Departnent of Adm nistration

Anchor age, Al aska

PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT:  Answer ed questions during the hearing on HB
61.

REPRESENTATI VE LES GARA
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ANNE HANLEY, Executive Producer
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"Al aska Suicide Prevention."

SUSANNA MARCHUK, Director

The Al aska Careline

Fai r banks, Al aska

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Testified during the presentation by the
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U. S. Departnent of Veterans Affairs

Anchor age, Al aska

PCSI TI ON  STATEMENT: Participated in the presentation by the
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ACTI ON NARRATI VE

1: 03: 44 PM

CHAI R BOB HERRON cal l ed the House Special Commttee on Mlitary
and Veterans' Affairs nmeeting to order at 1: 03 p.m
Representatives Lynn, LeDoux, Tuck, and Herron were present at

the call to order. Representatives G uenberg and Col ver arrived
as the nmeeting was in progress.

HB 61-M LI TARY MERI TORI QUS AWARD LI CENSE PLATES

1:04:15 PM

CHAI R HERRON announced that the first order of business would be
HOUSE BILL NO 61, "An Act relating to special notor vehicle
registration plates for recipients of the Bronze Star, Silver
Star, or other neritorious service awards; and providing for an
effective date.”

1:04: 25 PM

REPRESENTATI VE LEDOUX noved to adopt the proposed commttee
substitute (CS) for HB 61, |abeled 29-LS0287\N, Gardner/Marti n,
2/ 18/ 15, for purposes of discussion.

[ There being no objection, Version N was before the comittee.]
1:04:56 PM

REPRESENTATI VE LEDOUX noved to adopt Amendnent 1, which read:

At page 2, line 5 and page 2, line 8, replace
"bravery" with "valor."

There being no objection, it was so ordered.

1: 05: 41 PM
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CHAIR HERRON opened public testinmony on HB 61. After
ascertaining that no one wished to testify, public testinony was
cl osed.

CHAI R HERRON expressed his understanding that a zero fiscal note
was forthcom ng.

1: 06: 46 PM

AMY ERICKSON, Director, Division of Mtor Vehicles (DW),
Department of Adm nistration (DOA), inforned the conmttee that
DW is working wth the Departnent of Mlitary & Veterans

Affairs (DWA) to allow DWA to accept donations and "help us to
receive the funds," which will enable DW to issue a zero fisca

note for HB 61.

REPRESENTATI VE LYNN appreciated Chair Herron's contribution to
the bill.

CHAIR HERRON  expl ai ned t hat i ndi vi dual s and patriotic
organi zations can donate noney through DWA so that |icense
pl ates can be designed as needed, w thout using general funds.

REPRESENTATI VE GRUENBERG st ated his support for the bill.
1:08: 36 PM

REPRESENTATI VE LEDOUX noved to report CSHB 61, Version 29-
LS0287\ N, Gardner/Martin, 2/18/15, as anended, out of comittee
wi th individual recommendations and a forthcomng zero fiscal
not e. There being no objection, CSHB 61(MV) was reported from
t he House Special Committee on Mlitary and Veterans' Affairs.

REPRESENTATI VE LES GARA, Al aska State Legislature, sponsor of HB
61, thanked the conmittee and cosponsors.

1:09: 08 PM
The commttee took an at ease from1:09 p.m to 1:11 p. m

PRESENTATI ON: DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND SOCI AL SERVI CES; ALASKA
VA HEALTHCARE SYSTEM

1: 11: 20 PM

CHAI R HERRON announced that the next order of business would be
a presentation on the epidemc of suicide by veterans. At this
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time, 22 veterans conmmt suicide every day in the U S The
presentation includes tw videos and testinony from the
Department of Health and Social Services (DHSS) and the Al aska
VA Heal thcare System He said one of the videos is a preview of
a docunentary entitled Crisis Hotline: Veterans Press 1 that won
an Oscar for best short-subject docunentary. Chair Herron said
he intends for the commttee to keep a focus on veteran suicide.

1: 13: 39 PM

ANNE HANLEY, Executive Producer, Wnter Bear Project, and
pl aywight of The Wnter Bear, said the play tells the story of
an Al aska Native teenager who is contenplating suicide when a
tribal court sentences himto cut wood for an Athabascan el der

The elder turns the vyoung man away from suicide wusing
traditional <culture. The play, along wth behavioral health
support, is perforned at schools in communities all over Al aska.
Wiile in the comunities, the Wnter Bear project holds
performng arts workshops in the schools, and continuing support

is provided to the comunity if requested. Communi ties mnust
invite, house, and host the play. M. Hanley said posttraunmatic
stress disorder factors (PTSD) are not |imted to conbat

situations, but can occur in honmes all over Al aska. Veteran's
stories have simlarities to the story portrayed in the play.
Perm ssion to tell stories is the key to changing the clinmate of
fear and hopel essness that brings suicide. Ms. Hanl ey provided
a video of a scene fromthe play.

1:16: 33 PM

A video was shown from1l:16 p.m to 1:22 p. m

1:22:29 PM

CHAI R HERRON asked how many communities have seen the pl ay.

M5. HANLEY answered the project has traveled to 24 |ocations,

and will be in Bethel and villages nearby in April. In further
response to Chair Herron, she said the reaction to the play has
been enthusiastic; in fact, viewers begin to tell their own
stories. When appropriate, there is a discussion after the

show, and she has heard positive coments.
1:25:33 PM

A short video was shown of the docunentary entitled Crisis
Hotline: Veterans Press 1.
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1:26: 23 PM

L. DI ANE CASTO  Manager, Prevention & Early Intervention,
Division of Behavioral Health (DBH), DHSS, informed the
commttee she has worked in the field of social service
prevention since 1978, and she has seen trenendous change. She
thanked the veterans on the conmttee for their service and
opined that veteran suicide is an issue of inportance to

everyone. Her presentation discussed DBH progranms on the
prevention of suicide in general; however, all prograns can and
are used by mlitary and veterans' organizations. Ms. Casto
noted that DBH has a suicide prevention specialist. She

recalled the 2015 GOscars, and pointed out that GOscar w nner
Graham Moore is a suicide survivor, and she quoted from his

accept ance speech. It is knowmn that suicide is an epidemc in
the mlitary, and there is a very high level in Al aska when
conpared to other states. The suicide rate in Alaska is 21 to

23 per 100,000 in popul ation, and there are many nore attenpts.
1:31:47 PM

M5. CASTO provided a PowerPoint presentation entitled "Al aska
Sui cide Prevention.” She informed the commttee that DBH takes
the lead on many projects, working closely with other comunity
partners such as the Alaska Statewide Suicide Prevention
Council, which has published the Alaska Statew de Suicide
Prevention Plan 2012-2017 on its web site, along with the 2014
Annual | nplenentation Report. M. Casto stated the plan ensures
that DBH and its partners are using their funds effectively and
efficiently (slides 2 and 3). Funding for prograns in Al aska
cone from the state and federal substance use prevention block
grant funding, federal grant funding and Garrett Lee Smth (GYS)
youth suicide prevention grants from the Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Adm nistration (SAVHSA), U.S. Departnent
of Health and Human Servi ces. Garrett Lee Smth grants, which
are directed specifically at youth, have been funded to [four]
communities within the state (slide 4). Exanpl es of prevention
strategies funded by GS grants include: coalitions and
partnerships; direct services and traditional healing practices;
outreach and awareness; gatekeeper training for first responders
who may not be professionals. Ms. Casto pointed out that any
prevention strategy requires nultiple partners and strategies
(slide 5). It is also known that change happens at the
community level; for exanple, a conmmunity may not be ready or
willing to discuss suicide and mght "close down" after an
event, preventing an opportunity to take action. For this
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reason, inproving the readiness of comunities is inportant and
the Wnter Bear Project helps this situation by opening the
conversati on. She listed sone of the division's key partners:
Statewi de Suicide Prevention Council; Departrment of Education
and Early Devel opnment (EED); Division of Juvenile Justice, DHSS;
Al aska Rotary/GCl; Al aska Forget Me Not coalition for service
menbers, veterans and famlies; Alaska Police and Fire Chapl ains
Mnistries; Al aska Native Health Consortium (slide 6). There
are 20 community grant prograns working on substance abuse
prevention, suicide prevention, and/or nental health wellness
(slide 7). A successful outcome begins with a conmunity
assessment to determine the factors contributing to suicide, and
to select the right strategies for each community's cultural and
denogr aphi ¢ needs.

1: 38: 52 PM

CHAIR HERRON asked for the division's expectation of future
grant fundi ng.

M5. CASTO responded that DBH has infornmed its grantees of tough

fiscal tines. Her experience has shown that providing
prevention is cheaper and can reach nore beneficiaries. Many
grants are small, and prevention prograns have been cal cul ated
to cost about $9 per contact. Al so, community coalitions can

pool their resources for better efficiency; in fact, all of the
grantees work as coalitions, breaking down barriers between
agenci es, sharing dollars, and |leveraging state noney wth other
fi nanci ng. In further response to Chair Herron, she expressed
her hope that grants wll not be reduced in the next vyear;
however, DBH wll work to continue to provide services to
communities and to mtigate the inpact of any reductions. She
t hen introduced Careline, a program funded by DBH

1: 41: 55 PM

SUSANNA  MARCHUK, Executive Director, The Al aska Careline,
informed the committee that Careline is a 24-hour hotline
operated 365 days per year, and is Alaska's only statew de
suicide prevention and crisis support hotline. Careline is
nationally accredited and participates in the National Suicide
Prevention Lifeline network, while providing |ocal services.
Also, Careline is a backup center for the national Veterans

Crisis Line. She said Careline's vision is: Qur comunities
and our state, free from suicide. Al though not specific to
veterans, Careline works to change the clinmate around suicide in
Alaska by pronoting well ness, and striving to support
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i ndividuals prior to a crisis. Ms. Marchuk said no caller is
turned away and calls can be related to behavioral health,
subst ance abuse, trauma, grief and |oss, donestic violence,

sexual assault, self-injury, and nore (slide 8). On average, 50
percent of calls are repeat callers with whom Careline maintains
contact, and many callers are experiencing nental heal t h
conditions and have limted support systens. On average, 30

percent of <calls are related to a suicidal crisis, and
responders work to help callers assess risk, develop a safety
pl an, engage additional support, and establish a followup
cont act . About 95 percent of suicide-related calls are new
cal l ers. Careline has seen a significant growh in call volune
over the last five years; in fact, there were over 10,000 calls
in 2014 due to outreach by its partnership organizations (slide
9). Careline seeks to continue to support wellness in Al aska.

1:46: 21 PM
CHAI R HERRON observed that calls average about 29 per day. He
asked about staffing, the Dbusiest time  of day, staff

qual i fications, and turnover.

M5. MARCHUK explained Careline is staffed by three shifts per

day, one staff nenber per shift with backup, and a text line is
available from3:00 pm to 11:00 p.m Call triage allows staff
menbers to nanage multiple calls, in addition, Careline has a
contract with a backup center to ensure calls are always
answer ed. Historically, the busiest time is the after-schoo

and after-work hours from 4:00 p.m to mdnight. Staff nenbers

must have a desire to help others, and passion keeps them on the
job; it is gratifying to save lives and there is |ow staff
t ur nover.

REPRESENTATI VE TUCK asked how the text |ine works.

M5. MARCHUK explained that the text line is nonitored 40 hours
per week. If a text is received during hours the line is not
staffed, the nessage is referred to the Careline nunber.
Afterward, the text line works as a chat |line using a short code
nunber.

CHAI R HERRON questi oned the appeal of a text |ine.

1:52:20 PM

M5. MARCHUK said a text line is specifically geared to youth
sui cide prevention because data indicates that youth do not
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call; the program was established tw years ago and is

ef fective. In further response to Chair Herron, she said those
concerned about soneone else can call and, wth permssion,
Careline will initiate contact.

CHAIR HERRON returned to M. Casto and inquired as to what
action is required fromthe | egislature.

MS. CASTO requested continued funding at the past |evels; for
exanple, Careline is critical to DBHs work, but its grant
funding ends this year. She deferred to nenbers of the
St at ewi de Sui ci de Prevention Council.

1: 56: 39 PM

SAMUEL HUDSON, Public Affairs Director, Alaska VA Healthcare
System (AVAHS), Veterans Health Admnistration, provided a
Power Poi nt presentation entitled "Alaska VA HealthCare System
Brief for Alaska State Legislature House Mlitary & Veterans'
Affairs," dated 2/26/15. M. Hudson inforned the conmttee that
AVAHS enpl oyees take each of the U S. Departnment of Veteran

Affairs (VA) "I Care" values very seriously (slide 2). The
AVAHS nission is to sinply do what it can to take care of its
vet er ans. Continuing to strategic goals, he noted the

presentation would address the resources and partners needed to
reduce suicide, and would provide information to communities and
veterans to identify those in crisis (slide 3). In Al aska, the
Departnent of Veteran Affairs is divided into the Veterans
Health Adm nistration (VHA), the Veterans Benefit Adm nistration
(VBA), and the National Cenmetery Adm nistration (NCA) (slide 4).

2:00: 26 PM

COURTNEY DREHER, Suicide Prevention Coordi nator, AVAHS, VHA, VA,
stated that the Suicide Prevention Program at the Al aska VA was
est abli shed in 2007. There are suicide prevention coordinators
(SPCs) located at every VA facility nationwide who respond to
every Veteran Crisis Line referral received. Veterans can call,
text, or chat wth responders. Ms. Dreher said her office
responds to referrals within 24 hours. The suicide prevention
nmessage fromthe VA is to focus on the power of one, and how one
person, one conversation, or one interaction can nake a
difference in saving soneone's life. The |local coordinator
provi des educational prograns such as Operation SAVE, a suicide
preventi on gatekeeper training for all VA enployees, as well as
ot hers. Operation SAVE stands for: Identify signs of suicidal
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t hinking, Ask the Question, Validate the Veterans Experience,
and Encourage and Expedite getting care (slide 5).

CHAl R HERRON asked what VA thinks is the root cause of veteran
sui ci de.

MR. HUDSON stated VA wi shes to eradicate suicide. He offered to
provi de whatever statistics the commttee requests.

M5. DREHER explained that at Alaska VA there is a process for
enhancing care for veterans who are identified as at a high risk
for suicide, and their records are flagged. Identified patients
are seen weekly for at |east one nonth. On average, there are
32 veterans per nonth placed on a high risk for suicide protocol
statewide, and her office tracks "attenpts and conpletions."
I ncluded in the coordinator's role are outreach, identification,
and expediting patients into nental health care (slide 6).

2: 05: 36 PM

REPRESENTATI VE LEDOUX asked the speaker to conpare suicide
statistics in the general population to that of veterans.

MR. HUDSON said the suicide rate in Alaska in general is 19.2
per 100,000 residents. He will provide additional requested
i nformati on.

REPRESENTATI VE LEDOUX surm sed the rate is about 140 per year
in the general population of Al aska, and asked whether this rate
is higher or lower than that of veterans in Al aska.

MS. DREHER said that is about accurate.

MR. HUDSON said he would research the requested infornmation and
provi de answers to the conmttee.

CHAI R HERRON asked whether the nunber of veterans who have an
aversion to using VA and governnment services is known.

MR. HUDSON said no; however, AVAHS uses its partners to support
those who are not in contact with AVAHS. He offered to research
this information as well.

2:09: 34 PM

M5. DREHER continued to explain that part of her role is to
coordinate outreach and partnerships wth |ocal agencies in
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order to reach veterans who may not be enrolled with the VA and
"vet centers" are available in several comunities to provide

conbat veterans with nental health care. In addition, AVAHS
participates in the Anchorage Suicide Prevention Coalition, the
Behavioral Health Alliance, and other organizations. She

provides coordination wth local hospitals for veterans in
inpatient nmental health facilities prior to their discharge. At
the Anchorage clinic, nental health triage is provided by social
wor kers, psychol ogi sts, and psychiatrists during the week, and
there are efforts to have 1local energency roons evaluate
veterans. The Wse Warrior Goup neets weekly with any veteran
who has a safety plan or is interested in developing a safety
plan (slide 6). In 2010, VA began to gather nore data from all
of the states, which revealed that 22 veterans per day die by
sui ci de. She offered to provide a copy of the Suicide Data
Report, 2012, VA Mental Health Services Suicide Prevention
Program Each SPC also reports on a nonthly basis to nenta
health |eadership and to the National Suicide Prevention
Coordi nator on attenpts, conpletions, and outreach efforts.
Coordi nators also train and support clinical staff on safety
pl anni ng, case consultations, and suicide prevention resources,
and provide materials that make the crisis |line nunber avail able
to staff, community nmenbers, and veterans (slide 7).

2:14: 10 PM

CHAI R HERRON asked for the speaker's reaction to the filmOCrisis
Hotline: Veterans Press 1

M5. DREHER answered that the film provided insight into the
daily operations of a crisis line, and is excellent. She
continued to explain that SPCs provide veteran-produced nonthly
cards with a recovery and wellness theme to about 215 high-risk
veterans each nonth (slide 8).

MR. HUDSON directed attention to the Cay Hunt Act, enacted
2/ 12/ 15. The initiative provides enhancenents to VA nental
health and suicide prevention prograns and extends the
enroll ment period for VA eligibility by one year to conbat
vet erans di scharged between 1/1/09 and 1/1/11 (slide 9).

CHAI R HERRON questi oned why enrollnment for veterans is not open-
ended.

MR. HUDSON said he did not know and would provide an answer
The Cday Hunt Act also includes a pilot program for the
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repaynent of educational |oans for certain psychiatrists (slide
10).

CHAI R HERRON asked whether a recent filmon this subject and the
af orenenti oned docunmentary have increased the awareness for
vet erans who use AVAHS servi ces.

MR. HUDSON said he was unsure. He reviewed the commttee's
unanswer ed questi ons.

2:21:04 PM
ADJ OQURNNMENT
There being no further business before the commttee, the House

Special Committee on Mlitary and Veterans' Affairs neeting was
adj ourned at 2:21 p.m
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