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ABOUT THE VETERANS INTERVENTION PROJECT

Purpose Statement

The Travis County Veterans Intervention Project (VIP) is a collaboration to increase awareness
of Veterans involved in the criminal justice system. Our purpose is to ensure that Veterans are
identified and referred to appropriate treatment and services which support reintegration and
reduce recidivism.

VIP Membership

The Veterans Intervention Project is comprised of a wide variety of agencies and organizations
that include:

* Austin Criminal Defense Lawyers Association

* Austin Police Department

* Austin/Travis County MHMR

* County Court at Law Judge Carlos Barrera

* County Court at Law Judge Mike Denton

* County Court at Law Judge Nancy Hohengarten

* Lawyer Referral Service of Central Texas

* Samaritan Center — Hope for Heroes Program

* Texas Department of Criminal Justice Commission (Parole Division)
* Texas Health and Human Services Commission

* Texas Law Veterans Association (U.T. School of Law)

* Travis County Mental Health Public Defender’s Office

* Travis County Adult Probation

* Travis County Bail Bondsmen

* Travis County Attorney’s Office

* Travis County Constable, Precinct Four

* Travis County Constable, Precinct Five

* Travis County Office of Court Administration

* Travis County District Attorney’s Office

* Travis County Health and Human Services and Veterans Services
* Travis County Pretrial Services

* Travis County Sherift’s Office

* Travis County Veterans Services

* Veterans Administration - Central Texas Veterans Health Care System
* VET Center
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BACKGROUND

A recent New York Times article reported that 121 Veterans have been linked to recent killings
on American streets.! It comes as no surprise to law enforcement and mental health officials,
who regularly come in contact with homeless Veterans that many have alcohol, substance abuse
or mental health issues, and have been arrested for a variety of offenses ranging from public
intoxication and DW], to assault, domestic violence and murder. Medical experts agree that no
one returns from serving in a war zone unchanged. The Journal of Internal medicine reports
that best estimates are that as many as 25 to 30 percent of returning Veterans suffer from mental
illness? that makes transitioning back to civilian life far more difficult. Sometimes the lingering
effects of combat take months or even years to manifest.

In November 2007, Travis County Constable Maria Canchola began to document local examples
of national trends around the difficulties Veterans experience when returning to civilian life. For
example, Travis County Sheriff Office representatives reported that a significant number of
Veterans are booked into the Travis County jail every month for a wide variety of offenses, and
that a high percentage of arrested Veterans are repeat offenders with alcohol and substance
abuse issues. Constable Canchola convened a meeting of local, state and federal agencies and
representatives from organizations that provide services to or interact with Veterans. The group
agreed that too many Veterans are arrested and that too little is being done to identify Veterans
who need assistance, make appropriate referrals, and follow up. It was also perceived that for a
variety of reasons, many Veterans were not receiving Veterans Administration (VA) services for
which they were eligible.

In early 2008, the individuals convened by Constable Canchola organized themselves as the
Veterans Intervention Project (VIP) and set out to assess the extent of challenges facing
Veterans and recommend improvements. Their first step was to survey Veterans who were
arrested and booked into the Travis County jail.

METHODOLOGY

Scope: The intent of the Veterans Criminal Justice Survey was to determine how many Veterans
are arrested each month, the rate of recidivism, what charges were filed, and whether Veterans
had received VA services (See Appendix 1).

Implementation: Surveys were administered during a 90-day period, from September 1, 2008
through November 30, 2008, to identify Veterans who were booked into the Travis County jail.
It was administered by personnel at three sites: The Travis County Sheriff’s Office Central
Booking facility, Adult Probation, and Pretrial Services. Survey completion was voluntary.

! New York Times, January 12, 2008
2 Journal of Internal Medicine, March 12, 2007
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Response Rates: A total of 458 surveys were collected: 16% of surveys came from Central
Booking, 13% from Adult Probation, and 71% from Pretrial Services. A statistically insignificant
number of Veterans refused to answer the survey, and some survey questions were answered
by more Veterans than others. It is estimated that about 25% of arrested Veterans during this
time period were booked and released before they were able to be surveyed.> Some Veterans
completed the survey more than one time for the same arrest. Surveys that were completed
within three days of each other were determined to be duplicates and the most recent survey
was discarded.

STUDY FINDINGS

Characteristics of Veterans Surveyed

» On average, about 150 Veterans are arrested in Travis County each month.

Population Estimate: For the 90 day "
survey period, a total of 458 surveyed Survey Respondents by Age

Veterans were arrested and booked into 60t0 69, 70+, 2%

the Travis County Jail.* They represented 6% 20;20029’
3.4% of the total jail bookings for this %
period. The number of Veterans arrested 50 to 59,

. .. 23%
and booked into the jail each month

ranged from 145 to 164, with an average of
153.

30 to 39,
Age: The age distribution of survey . / / 19%
respondents was fairly widespread. About 7/ ///z///

28% of arrested Veterans were in their 40s, 40;;;'9’
followed by 22% for both those in their 20s

: . : : Source data: Veterans Intervention Project Jail Survey, 2008.
and those in their 50s, 19% in their 30s, and ’
. ReSiade ! Created by: Travis County Office of Constable Precinct Five, 4
6% percent in their 60s or older.

Gender: 95% of survey respondents were male, and 5% were female.

Combat Theater: The majority (54%) of arrested Veterans served in non-combat zones. 18%
served in Iraq or Afghanistan, and 13% served in Vietnam.

3 Sheriff officials estimated that as many as 25% of inmates were released before they could be surveyed.
* Some Veterans were arrested more than once during the survey period. Each survey represents a separate arrest.
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Military Branch: 50% of arrested Veterans in this survey served in the Army, 21% served in the
Navy, 13% in the Marine Corps, 11% in the Air Force, 6% in the National Guard, and 1% in the
Coast Guard.’

)
Respondents by Military Branch
National Coast
Guard, 26 Guard, 3
Air Force,
50

Army, 229

Nawy, 94

Source data: Veterans Intervention Project Jail Survey, 2008.
Created by: Travis County Office of Constable Precinct Five, 20091
N

Discharge: 86% of Veterans received an Honorable, General Honorable or Medical discharge,
making them eligible for VA services. 9% received a less than honorable discharge and are not
eligible for VA services.®

VA Eligibility by Type of Discharge

/‘
General/Honorable -63
Medical [JJJj26

-
f
Other than
Honorable - 25

Eligible
A

Dishonorable I 1

Not Eligible
A

\ Bad Conduct |3

Source data: Veterans Intervention

Non-response . 23 Project Jail Survey, 2008.
P Created by: Travis County Office of
Constable Precinct Five, 2009. J

5 Percentages add up to more than 100 because some respondents indicated service in more than one military branch.
¢ The remainder (5%) of respondents did not answer this question.
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Charges and Disposition

» About one-third of respondents were arrested two or more times.

Number of Arrests: 679 charges were filed against 458 Veterans. 32% of respondents (147
Veterans) were arrested two or more times during the 90 day survey period. Of those with
more than one arrest, the average was 2.7 arrests.

Charges: In 27% of cases, felony charges were filed, and in 73% of cases, misdemeanor charges
were filed. DWI charges were filed in 19% of cases, followed by 10% for assault with bodily
injury, 7% for theft, 6% for possession of an illegal substance, and 5% for public intoxication.
22% of felony cases were for aggravated assault with a deadly weapon. The top ten charges for
both misdemeanors and felonies appear in the chart below.

Top 10 Charges for Misdemeanors and Felonies

Weapons
Criminal Trespass
Driving with License Suspended il ‘
Violation of City Ordinance JiSggsg 21 B Felonies
Public Intoxication ZigsEssEsass 30
Traffic SR 31
Theft SRR 31
Possession/Drugs ZiRESEamemsaimsey 40
Assault SIS 71
DWW, A R S R 119

Intoxication Manslaughter i 5

Revocation of Bond [ 12
Parole Violation [ 12
Outof County Felony |l 12
DWI | 13

Theft N 18

. Aggravated Assault [N 18 Source data: Veterans Intervention Project
Delivery of Controlled Substance I 20 Jail Survey, 2008
Aggravated Kidnaping IS 22 Created by: Travis County Office of

Aggravated Sexual Assault | 26 Constable Precinct Five, 2009. D
N

19 % Misdemeanors

Substance Abuse Charges: 34% percent of all charges filed were for DWI, possession, delivery,
public intoxication and vehicular manslaughter. 40% of all alcohol and substance charges were
filed against Veterans age 20 to 29.

Charges by Age: The distribution of charges filed by age was proportionate to the distribution
of arrests by age.
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Age Distribution of Veterans Surveyed and Charges Filed
30%
25% Age
m Charges
20% -
15%
10%
5%
0% I -
20-29 30-39 40 -49 50 -59 60 - 69 70+
Source data: Veterans Intervention Project Jail Survey, 2008.
o Created by: Travis County Office of Constable Precinct Five, 2009. 4

Veterans Administration Services

kN

» 65% of arrested Veterans have not received VA services.

» 72 arrested Veterans could be referred to the Veterans Administration each month for
evaluation/services.

Eligibility for Veterans Administration services is based on a number of factors, including the
Veteran’s branch of armed forces, type of discharge, where the Veteran served, and the number
of years and dates of service. Generally speaking, to be eligible for Veterans Administration
services, Veterans must have served on active duty, and received an Honorable, General
Honorable or Medical discharge.

Based on Veterans’ survey responses regarding the nature of their service and discharge, about
74% of arrested Veterans would be eligible for VA services, however, for a variety of reasons,
however just 35% of arrested Veterans reported that they had received VA services. By age, the
Veterans who reported receiving the fewest VA services were in their 20s and 30s. Regarding
military branch, the rate of receipt of VA benefits ranged from50% of Air Force Veterans to none
0% for arrested Veterans from the National Guard and Coast Guard.

One of the main objectives of this initiative of the Veterans Intervention Project was to
determine how many Veterans are arrested each month and what could be done at the earliest
point to connect them to appropriate services. We now know that an average about 153
Veterans are arrested in Travis County each month and that significant numbers are arrested for
substance abuse and/or anger issues that likely result from their military experiences.
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Of the 153 Veterans arrested per month during the study period, 72 Veterans are eligible for VA
services because they served for a qualifying period of time, received an Honorable, General
Honorable or Medical discharge, and were not charged with a felony (which is a disqualifying
factor). 65% of survey respondents reported that they had not received VA services.

Respondents by Military Branch and Percent Who Received
VA Services

4 Number by branch & Percent received VA services

300 - - 60%

. <
2 . 50% o
E o . 40% > @
> g3
“6 150 ¢ 30% 8 E
5 o0 20% % ps
Q

2 10% 3
= “"

Z o0 BN o &

Army

Air Force Marine Corps Coast Guard  National

Guard
Source data: Veterans Intervention Project Jail Survey, 2008.
Created by: Travis County Office of Constable Precinct Five, 2009.
NG

CONCLUSIONS

Due to physical and emotional injuries suffered while on active duty, Veterans’ reintegration
back into civilian life can be extremely challenging. Many Veterans return home to lost jobs,
terminated leases, foreclosures and severed relationships. Some turn to alcohol or drugs to ease
their pain and others act out in violent ways.

This study confirms these challenges in Travis County, as evidenced by the numbers and
recidivism rates of Veterans in our jail. We now know that about 150 Veterans are incarcerated
in the Travis County Jail at any given time. About one-third of Veterans were arrested two or
more times just in this 90 day period. A majority of arrested Veterans surveyed have not
obtained VA or other services — services that can help support reintegration, intervene in ‘
substance abuse and mental health issues, and prevent repeated arrests.

Given the number of Veterans who are arrested and rearrested in Travis County, the criminal
justice system has a vested interest to ensure that every arrested Veteran is evaluated and able
to access appropriate services upon their first arrest. To this end, Constable Canchola has
assembled an unprecedented array of agency representatives and individuals who are
committed to addressing these and related issues. VIP members are currently reviewing best
practice programs around the nation, working to establish formal agency links, and creatively
using resources to pilot some programs, including the following initiatives:
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Veterans Workshops: The Travis County Veterans’ Service Office, in partnership with The
University of Texas School of Law, established workshops to assist Veterans with civil
issues. More than 40 Veterans attended the first workshop. A VIP committee is currently
working to expand Veterans workshops to include employment, housing, medical and other
relevant issues.

Veterans Brochure: VIP partners have produced a comprehensive Veterans Services
brochure that will be made available at public and private entities that work with Veterans.

Eligibility Determination: For many Veterans, determining eligibility for VA benefits is a
daunting challenge, and VA eligibility may be their only path to needed services and
treatment. The Sheriff’s Office wants to have the ability to assist Veterans determine their
VA eligibility while they are in jail.

Veterans Docket/Court: A number of jurisdictions around the nation have established
separate dockets and Courts to more effectively hear and resolve criminal cases involving
Veterans. A subcommittee of the Veterans Intervention Project that includes judges, defense
attorneys, prosecutors and Veterans’ advocates is assessing the advantages of establishing a
separate Veterans docket or court in Travis County.

VA Assessment as a Condition of Personal Bond: Travis County Pretrial Services will
complete a pilot project requiring, as a condition of personal bond release, Veterans to be
assessed by VA personnel in order to connect individuals with VA services. During the
pilot, Pretrial Services will identify 20 Veterans, eligible for VA services, and then case
manage the individuals for a specified time frame.

An effective strategy to identify and refer Veterans to treatment will require building on and
expanding the Veterans’ Intervention Project’s work. Contributions and supports, both from
within the collaboration and from the local community, would address the following needs:

®  Continued and expanded collaboration among local, state, federal, and private entities;

® Further strengthening connections between large systems (including the VA and various
parties within the Travis County criminal justice system);

® Finding ways to sustain current pilot initiatives and establishing other creative
programs that work towards the VIP purpose (identifying and referring Veterans to
appropriate treatment and services which support reintegration and reduce recidivism);
and

® Working collaboratively to address barriers around eligibility, privacy, and legal
concerns.

Finally, beyond strengthening connections and aligning existing resources at the local level,
advocacy is needed around the following concerns in order to approach a real solution:
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® Securing additional funding for more beds and expanded mental health/substance abuse
treatment services for Veterans in Travis County; and

Impacting and providing feedback on legislation or administrative processes, in order to
address barriers and make improvements in the service delivery system.

Former Congressman Nick Lampson, at a recent Veterans Day ceremony, said: “We should do

more than sing the praises of the bravery and patriotism that our Veterans have embodied in the past. We
should take this opportunity to re-evaluate how we are treating our Veterans in the present.”
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APPENDIX

Appendix 1

VETERAN ASSISTANCE QUESTIONNAIRE
L __________________________________________________________________________________________|

M/F
Date Gender Phone #

Name DOB SSN

Screening Questions for Veterans

Have you served in the military?  Yes No
ARMY

NAVY

Air Force

Marine Corps

Coast Guard

National Guard

Served in:

Iraq or Afghanistan

Other Combat Area

Persian Gulf War 1 (1990-91)
Grenada

Panama

Vietnam

Korean War

Non-Combat

Type of discharge:
Honorable

General Under Honorable
Medical

Dishonorable

Other than Honorable
Bad Conduct Discharge

Are you still enlisted? Yes No
Have you ever received VA Healthcare Services? Yes No

1 understand this is a screening questionnaire and information will be shared with Veteran Services agencies.

Signature Date

White-TCSO Blue-Pretrial Yellow-Probation
Revised September 2008
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