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Susan Selke, the mother of Marine veteran Clay Hunt,
and her husband, Richard, with Congressman Jeff Miller
at a news conference on July 10, 2014.

pproximately 22 veterans a day are
taking their own lives, surpassing
war as the military community’s
leading cause of death. It’s a
problem that vets’ organizations
have been calling attention to
for years now, and Penthouse
covered the subject in this
column back in February 2010
(“They Broke Me and Now
They Won’t Fix Me”). But it
wasn’t until late 2014 that the
issue gained ground with
national politicians and the
mainstream media, thanks
to the proposal and passage
of the Clay Hunt Suicide
Prevention for American
Veterans (SAV) Act.
In a statement after the Senate
passed the bill in February, Hunt’s
mother, Susan Selke, said, “While
we are a little bittersweet because
it is too late for our son Clay, we
are thankful knowing that this bill
will save many lives. No veteran
should have to wait or go through
bureaucratic red tape to get the
mental-health care they earned
during their selfless service to our
country. While this legislation is not a
100 percent solution, it is a huge step
in the right direction.”
“We thank President Obama for

The House Veterans Affairs Committee hearing
in July 2014, as congressmen hear from the
parents of three vets who committed suicide.

signing this bill to combat suicide and
help curb the veteran-suicide rate,”
said Paul Rieckhoff, founder and CEO
of Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of
America (IAVA), in a press release.
“This bill will not stop every suicide,
but it will definitely help save lives.
And it’s important for all Americans
to understand that today is not the
end of our fight against suicide, it’s
just the beginning. We hope this
day and Clay’s legacy will inspire all
Americans to join our fight and work
even harder in the years ahead.”
The Clay Hunt Act was spear
headed by IAVA; supported by other
veterans’ service organizations,
including Veterans of Foreign Wars
(VFW); and sponsored by dozens
of congressmen and senators from
both sides of the aisle. It will require
the Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA) to create a one-stop website
that provides all information regard
ing VA mental-health services;
the site also will allow veterans to
evaluate mental-health and suicideprevention programs and make
recommendations to improve care,
and establish a peer-support and
community-outreach program
to assist service members who
are transitioning into civilian life.
The VA also will be authorized to

offer student-loan repayment to
psychiatrists in order to recruit more
mental-health professionals to work
within the VA system.
But the bipartisan bill, which
seems innocuous at worst, didn’t
escape criticism. While the House of
Representatives passed its version of
the bill unanimously in December, it
died on the floor of the Senate, killed
by outgoing Senator Tom Coburn
(R-Okla.). Coburn, a staunch fiscal
conservative, argued at length about
the costs associated with the bill—
$22 million over five years. Coburn
insisted that certain provisions of the
act had been accounted for in the $10
billion Veterans Access, Choice, and
Accountability Act (VACAA).
“The claim that the provisions
of the SAV Act are duplicative is
simply false,” says Aleks Morosky,
the deputy legislative director for
the VFW. “The new authorities and
requirements contained in the SAV
Act were not in the VACAA, period.
The VFW strongly believes that
dealing with the mental and physical
injuries of veterans is part of the cost
of going to war. The $22 million and
any other spending required to care
for veterans’ injuries was justified the
moment Congress voted to authorize
the use of force.”
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After years of loss
and thousands
of deaths,
President Obama
finally signed
groundbreaking
legislation to
help prevent
veteran suicide.
By Jennifer Peters
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According to a 2014 IAVA survey,
31 percent of the organization’s
members had thought about taking
their own life since joining the
military, 40 percent knew someone
who had committed suicide, and
53 percent indicated that they
have a mental-health injury. The
Department of Defense (DOD) says
that it’s just as bad for active-duty
personnel. According to DOD reports
from 2013, active-duty service
members commit suicide at a rate
of 18.7 per 100,000, while the
Reserve is at 23.4 and the National
Guard is at 28.9.
“Many, many factors contribute
to suicide,” says Kim Ruocco, the
director of “postvention” programs
for the Tragedy Assistance Program
for Survivors, and whose husband,
Marine Corps Major John Ruocco,
a Cobra gunship pilot, committed
suicide in 2005, before a scheduled
redeployment to Iraq. Ruocco says,
“But dealing with the military, there
seem to be more risk factors than in
the civilian world. Members of the
military are more likely to be dealing
with trauma, traumatic brain injury,
depression, post-traumatic stress,
frequent moves, frequent stressors,
untreated behavioral and mentalhealth problems. Then you have the
culture of the military, which really
focuses on sucking it up, pushing
through, and not asking for help.
Then look at the lifestyle. Military
men and women get very little sleep,
they’re exposed to a lot of things
in war that a normal person would
not have to be exposed to, and they
use their bodies at such a level that
there’s no room for physical injury. So
sometimes you have a combination
of physical and emotional pain, and
they’re resistant to getting care or
treatment for themselves.”
One of the biggest issues facing
vets and service members with
mental-health problems is the
enduring stigma against seeking
help. Morgan Crihfield, a combat
veteran and professional therapist
who specializes in military and
veterans issues, says that military
culture is part of the problem.
“Asking for help could have an
adverse effect on your career in the
best case, or end it outright in the
worst,” he says. “Service members
seeking help run the risk of looking
‘weak’ or like they’re not carrying
their weight in a unit. Additionally,
war fighters are deeply attached
to their peers and are usually willing

to set aside their own internal
struggles and remain silent rather
than seek help, perhaps aggravating
the trauma.”
After leaving the Marine Corps, Mike
Liguori suffered from post-traumatic
stress, but he was reluctant to seek
help. “When I was in the Marines, my
command never talked about mental
health,” he says. “I remember filling
out the post-deployment health

screening and checking ‘no’ for all
the questions because I didn’t want
to look weak or have my command
look at me like I was. But not asking
for help was what made me weak.”
Liguori wrote about his struggle with
post-traumatic stress in The Sandbox:
Stories of Human Spirit and War, and
considered the writing a therapeutic
act. But when he was finally ready to
seek professional help, he tells us, “I
often had to go to outside providers

“No veteran should have to wait or go through
bureaucratic red tape to get the mental-health
care they earned during their selfless service to
our country.”— Clay Hunt’s mother, Susan Selke

Susan Selke testified about her son Clay
Hunt’s suicide at length, explaining to
congressmen that he had been unable to
get help through the VA.

Senator Tom Coburn killed the
SAV Act in December 2014.
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and pay out-of-pocket because I had
to wait 45 days to speak to someone
[at the VA].”
“It is a well-known fact in the
veteran community that the VA lacks
the capacity to meet the demand for
services,” the VFW’s Morosky says.
“This was highlighted nationally
when the crisis in care and access
broke in Phoenix last spring.”
Indeed, many veterans have
reported unacceptable delays in
accessing mental-health services,
often having to wait weeks or months
before getting an appointment,
Crihfield says. Part of the problem,
he explains, is that “despite the

fact that some of the most tireless
mental-health professionals in the
world serve our country and military,
they work in an often complex
bureaucracy with a heavy workload.
“The most urgent factor is
initial evaluation when a concern
is identified,” Crihfield explains.
“In the same manner that getting
a soldier from the battlefield to an
operating room has a huge impact on
survivability, such as it is with suicide.
Identifying and addressing a veteran
in crisis is a time-sensitive issue, and
any improvement in this area will
save lives, point-blank. Changing
the system to appropriately address

the needs of America’s veterans will
not be done overnight, but the Clay
Hunt Act is a great step forward. It
specifically addresses the lack of
mental-health providers in the VA
system, and more providers will mean
more appropriate, focused care in a
faster time frame.”
But this will not bring an end to
the problem. “We have to remember
the SAV Act is not an end-all, be-all
solution,” Morosky says. “It is another
step toward where we ultimately
need to be. The VFW considers it
a down payment on a promise to
continue to address this problem
until it is solved.”

Legislative Hero WHERE TO GET HELP
Get to know Clay Hunt, the man and marine for
whom the new suicide-prevention act is named.

There are many resources available to
veterans and military families.

Before he became the poster child for the SAV Act, and before
he took his life in 2011, at age 28, Clay Hunt was an outspoken
veterans advocate and humanitarian. He served in the United
States Marine Corps from his enlistment in May 2005 until
his honorable discharge in April 2009. He deployed to Iraq in
2007 and was shot in the wrist by a sniper’s bullet, for which
he received a Purple Heart. He went to Marine Corps Scout
Sniper School before deploying to Afghanistan in 2008. After
being discharged, Hunt was active with Iraq and Afghanistan
Veterans of America and Team Rubicon, and he worked hard to
help others who were suffering.
In a statement read before the House Committee on
Veterans Affairs in July 2014, Hunt’s mother, Susan Selke, had
this to say about her son: “Clay was consistently open about
having PTS and survivor’s guilt, and he tried to help others
coping with similar issues. He worked hard to move forward
and found healing by helping people, including participating
in humanitarian work in Haiti and Chile after devastating
earthquakes.... He also starred in a public-service advertising
campaign aimed at easing the transition for his fellow veterans,
and he helped wounded warriors in long-distance road-biking
events. Clay fought for veterans in the halls of Congress and
participated in Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America’s
annual Storm the Hill campaign to advocate for legislation to
improve the lives of veterans and their families.”
Before signing the Clay Hunt Act into law, President
Obama spoke about the man who’d inspired the legislation,
the success of which he certainly would have championed:
“Clay Hunt was a proud Texan…. He loved the outdoors, he
knew every inch of his grandparents’ ranch, where he fished
and hunted all year long. A decorated marine, he served with
distinction in Iraq and Afghanistan. He suffered physical
injuries that healed, and he suffered invisible wounds that
stayed with him. And, by all accounts, he was selfless and he
was brave. And when he died in 2011, it was a heartbreaking loss
for his family, his fellow Marines, and our nation. Because Clay
had already done a great deal of good in the world—and the
truth is, he was just getting started.”

Veterans Crisis Line
The Veterans Crisis Line—the subject of the recent Academy
Award–winning documentary Crisis Hotline: Veterans Press 1—
allows vets to call toll-free and receive immediate assistance
24/7, and is one of the most recommended resources by both
veterans service groups and mental-health professionals. If you
need to talk to someone now, call 800-273-8255 and press 1, or
chat online at VeteransCrisisLine.net.

Military OneSource
This clearinghouse of resources for military veterans can help
you with everything from filing your taxes to mental-health
counseling. In addition to phone and online counseling, you
can speak to someone via video chat or face-to-face. Call 800342-9647 or visit MilitaryOneSource.mil.

TAPS
Tragedy Assistance Program for Survivors is a one-stop
resource for families who’ve lost a service member or veteran
to suicide, and offers everything from phone and online coun
seling to grief camps and mentors for children, plus support
groups for surviving spouses. Visit TAPS.org.

U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
While the SAV Act has not yet been enacted, the VA provides a
number of mental-health services at many of its local facilities.
For information on what services you qualify for and what’s
available in your area, visit MentalHealth.VA.gov.
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