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Chairwoman Ballweg and Committee Members: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to share testimony in support of future statewide suicide prevention efforts for 
Veterans and first responders. My name is Gena Orlando and I am the Wisconsin Area Director for the 
American Foundation for Suicide Prevention.  I work closely with our volunteer-led Wisconsin Chapter of AFSP 
in our work to save lives and bring hope to those affected by suicide -- through research, education, advocacy, 
and support. 

Suicide is a leading, preventable public health problem in our state.  In Wisconsin, suicide is the 2nd leading 
cause of death for youth and young adults ages 15-34, the 4th leading cause for adults ages 35-54, the 7th 
leading cause for adults ages 55-64, and the 9th leading cause of death overall. In 2017, we lost 926 Wisconsin 
residents to suicide.  

Our Veterans and first responders are often on the front lines when a neighbor is in crisis, but in fact they are at 
increased risk for suicidal behavior themselves According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), 132 
Wisconsin Veterans died by suicide in 2016, accounting for 16% of total suicides in the state that year. The rate 
of suicide for Wisconsin Veterans in 2016 (per 100,000 population) was 35.3, as compared to a rate of 18.5 for 
the state’s overall population. Research has highlighted the link between PTSD and suicide among first 

responders, and police officers and firefighters are more likely to die by suicide than in the line of duty. In the 

United States in 2017, there were at least 103 firefighter suicides and 140 police officer suicides. In contrast, 93 
firefighters and 129 police officers died in the line of duty. 

While there is no single cause for suicide, we do know that Veterans and first responders often experience 
occupational hazards and stressors on the job, such as traumatic events and shift work, that can in turn 
increase risk for suicidal behavior or exacerbate existing risk for suicide related to other factors. Both Veterans 
and first responders tend to work within a culture that discourages showing signs of weakness, which can 
contribute to a reluctance to seek help or self-disclose mental health concerns or suicidal thoughts. We owe it to 
our Veterans and first responders to support a change in this culture, where it is a sign of strength to seek help 
and where first responders are supported in mental health just as they are in other aspects of health.  

There is no single cause of Veteran and first responder suicide, but by treating and preventing mental illness 
and addiction, addressing access to lethal means (firearms accounted for over two-thirds of Veteran suicides in 
2016), and empowering Veterans and first responders to live and thrive in their communities, we can save lives.   

Potential legislative solutions for first responders might include (1) identifying Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD) or Post Traumatic Stress Injury (PTSI) suffered by a first responder as a compensable injury or 
occupational disease; (2) establishing employee assistance programs to provide counseling support services 
and designate peer support counselors; and (3) requiring law enforcement officers, firefighters, and other 
emergency services providers to complete regular in-service training on job-related stress management and 
suicide prevention. 

Potential initiatives on behalf of Veterans may include (1) improving data collection on Veteran suicides; and (2) 
convening a task force and/or developing a comprehensive action plan to identify mental health and suicide 
prevention programs and services available to Veterans, identify opportunities to increase access to and funding 
resources for affordable Veteran mental health services, provide measures to expand public-private 
partnerships for Veteran mental health care, provide for proactive outreach measures to reach Veterans 
needing care, and provide for peer-to-peer service coordination. 
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We all have a role to play in preventing suicide, and AFSP-Wisconsin is happy to work with you and serve as a 
resource for you and your colleagues as you work to address the mental health needs of our Veterans and first 
responders. AFSP’s public policy office in Washington, D.C. can also provide example bills and key contacts 
from other states that have worked to address similar issues.   
 
With your support, we can act to affirm the state’s commitment to improving the lives of Wisconsin Veterans, 
first responders, and their loved ones to prevent the tragic loss of life to suicide in the future. The AFSP 
Wisconsin Chapter appreciates your consideration and we look forward to working with you and your colleagues 
on these issues moving forward.  Please feel free to contact me at gorlando@afsp.org or 414-216-4180 with any 
questions or if you would like additional information.  
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