VCSA SENDS

     The Army will release our calendar year 2008 suicide statistics during a Media Roundtable at the Pentagon Thursday, 29 January 2009.  We faced significant challenges last year and experienced an unprecedented number of Soldier suicides.  

     A total of 142 Soldiers (including 13 still pending final determination) took their own lives last year (update).  To date, the Army has seven confirmed suicides and 17 other deaths pending determination for January 2009 (an additional two pending cases are added for February 2009).  I find, as you do, one Soldier suicide disturbing and our current trends unacceptable.  Suicides are occurring across every segment of our force – Active, Reserve and National Guard; officers and enlisted; deployed, non-deployed, and never deployed.  

     This is not “business as usual”.  During the media roundtable, we will announce our intent this week to direct a “stand down” within a 30 day window running 15 February to 15 March 2009.  We will distribute a standardized training support package prior to the start date.  I consider this a leadership issue, and I expect your personal involvement.  
     The training will focus on identification and intervention.  Soldiers who engage in excessive alcohol use or drug abuse, as well as those who exhibit behaviors or other symptoms signaling depression or a sense of hopelessness, are especially vulnerable and susceptible to high-risk acts and suicide.  The key to mitigating risk is leadership, starting with first-line supervisors and their ability to intervene with Soldiers.  
     The stand down will be followed by a chain teaching program focused on suicide prevention that allows leaders to communicate with every Soldier about this important topic.  The chain teach period will run 15 March to 15 June 2009.

     We will re-double our efforts to enhance resilience across the force by holistically addressing every Soldier’s physical, mental and emotional strength.  In the long term, we will introduce and foster a Comprehensive Soldier Fitness program designed to build and sustain the resilience inherent in our Soldiers and families .  At the same time, we have entered into a Memorandum of Agreement with the National Institute of Mental Health for research to help us identify Soldiers most at risk and develop tools and techniques to mitigate that risk. 

     We must move quickly to reverse this alarming trend.  I am asking for your help in addressing this critical issue.

     Thanks for all that you do for Soldiers, Families, and Civilians. 
     Army Strong

