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Thursday, May 24, 2007 
Veterans Health Care 

Hearing on Mental Health Problems Confronting 
Soldiers Returning from Iraq, Afghanistan 

 

On Thursday, May 24, 2007, the Committee held an oversight hearing on mental 
health problems confronting soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. The 
Committee heard from afflicted soldiers and their families, examined the ability of 
the DOD and the VA to screen, treat, and track returning soldiers who are at risk, 
and assessed the impact that these illnesses are having on military readiness 
and military families. A preliminary transcript of this hearing is now 

available. 

Hundreds of thousands of soldiers will likely need mental health screening or treatment. According to 
expert witnesses, a significant percentage of the 1.5 million soldiers that have been deployed to Iraq or 
Afghanistan either have returned or will return from battle suffering from mental health problems. Army surveys 
from 2004 indicate that 20% of returning soldiers suffered from clinical anxiety, depression, or post-traumatic 
stress disorder. More recent assessments have found that half of National Guard troops returning from battle 
report mental health concerns. 

Readiness problems increase the risk of mental health problems. Because of lack of available troops, an 
increasing number of soldiers are serving second and even third deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan, and 
deployment times are increasing to as long as fifteen months. These deployments dramatically increase the risk 
that soldiers will come home with mental health problems. One of the witnesses at the hearing, Dr. John 
Fairbank, testified that “multiple tours and extended tours increase … the probability of developing adverse 
psychological reactions.” The Committee heard the testimony of one soldier, Army Specialist Thomas Smith, who 
was diagnosed with PTSD yet was still ordered to return to Iraq. 

Barriers to adequate mental health care. Independent experts have identified numerous problems with 
treatment of mental health conditions by DOD and VA, with the DOD Mental Health Task Force concluding that 
“the military system does not have enough resources or fully trained people to fulfill its broad mission of 
supporting psychological health in peacetime and fulfill the greater requirements during times of conflict.” Army 
Specialists Michael Bloodworth and Thomas Smith described another key barrier to adequate psychological care 
for ailing soldiers: the stigma that prevents many soldiers from seeking help for mental health concerns. 

Mental health problems among returning soldiers will have a significant impact on families and the 
civilian healthcare system. These illnesses can have a devastating effect on soldiers and their families, 
including many of the 700,000 children in the United States who have had least one parent deployed in Iraq or 
Afghanistan. Dr. Thomas Insel, head of the National Institute of Mental Health, described the “ripple effect of 
mental illnesses on family members,” noting that “this is not simply a problem for the VA or DOD … the burden of 
illness … will spill over to the public sector to mental health care in the civilian sector.” 
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