
CENTER MORICHES: Roger King was 19
when he enlisted in the US Marine Corps in 2005.
He left four years later after two deployments in
Iraq, where a sniper’s bullet nearly cost him his life.
Once home, he faced a new set of problems in his
return to civilian life on New York’s Long Island,
including a suffocating sense of anxiety and diffi-
culty being in group situations.

King was suffering from post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) and a traumatic brain injury (TBI)
— two afflictions sadly common among veterans
of the largest army in the world, bogged down in
seemingly endless conflicts in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Increasingly depressed by the chal-
lenges of his new life, King began drinking. This
solidly built 33-year-old man quietly confides that
he attempted suicide — twice. 

Russell Keyzer — another New Yorker —
joined the National Guard shortly after the Sep-
tember 11, 2001 terror attacks. Now 42, he suffers
from flashbacks, insomnia, panic attacks and other
PTSD symptoms following two years with NATO’s
multinational force in Kosovo, where periods of rel-
ative stability alternated with violent outbursts. 

After returning home in 2008, Keyzer sank into
a life of drinking and depression. His marriage
came crashing down and he found himself home-
less. On no fewer than seven occasions, he says,
he attempted to kill himself. Today, King and
Keyzer say they are doing much better, thanks in
large part to an aid group for veterans, the Joseph
P Dwyer Veterans Peer Support Project, a non-
profit organization created in 2012 in tribute to an
army medic who killed himself in 2008 after re-
turning home from Iraq.

‘More needs to be done’ 
King and Keyzer spoke about their darker

times at a recent “Wellness Day” organized by the
association at a park in the coastal village of Cen-
ter Moriches. Veterans enjoyed a picnic, a salute
to the US flag, yoga, meditation and kayaking —
all activities intended to foster a sense of security
and camaraderie. Some 20 organizations also set
up stands to offer assistance.

“More needs to be done,” King said. Groups
like the Dwyer Project “should have been done in
World War I, World War II, Vietnam.” He now
leads a group of a dozen veterans for the project.
They meet weekly. “We thought of AA, NA,” he
said, referring to Alcoholics Anonymous and Nar-
cotics Anonymous, but “it’s like you never really
thought maybe this might help for veterans.” Now,
King added, “the compassion and the caring is
getting there.” Keyzer agreed.

“If the proper resources were there when we
came home, we would not be in this position ... We
would not have turned to drugs, we would not
have turned to alcoholism,” he said. But he added:
“Things are slowly changing for the better every
day. There are more and more veterans’ programs
out there.”

Peer support 
Psychological support groups like the Dwyer

Project have indeed been multiplying across the
United States, as the world’s leading superpower
struggles to help its 20 million veterans — nearly
10 percent of the adult population — overcome
their challenges and thoughts of suicide. Many re-
cent veterans are at the opposite end of the spec-
trum from the proud and smiling men and women
who assembled in Normandy last week to mark
the 75th anniversary of the D-Day invasion during
World War II.

More than 6,000 veterans — many of them

gun owners — killed themselves each year from
2008 to 2016, according to a report published late
last year by the US Department of Veterans Affairs
(VA). By comparison, a total of 6,951 American
troops died in major war zones between 2001 and
2018, according to an analysis from Brown Uni-
versity. Faced with those sobering statistics, the
VA — which administers some 1,200 hospitals and
clinics — has made suicide prevention a priority,
establishing a hotline for troubled veterans that is
among the most heavily used in the world.

Increasing awareness 
The Veterans Crisis Line was launched in 2007

with a staff of 14; it now has more than 900 em-
ployees, with three call centers across the country
including one in upstate New York, director Matt

Miller told AFP. The number of incoming calls has
grown steadily, now totaling some 650,000 a year,
he said. “We are all increasing in our awareness”
of suicide, he said, not just among veterans but
among all civilians, where the rate — while lower
than among veterans — has been climbing.

Fifty years after the hell of Vietnam and more
than 17 years after US troops first intervened in
Afghanistan, “there is a lot more awareness” about
veterans’ needs, said Marcelle Leis, who heads the
Dwyer Project after 20 years in the Air National
Guard. But she quickly adds: “We have a lot of
work to do.” Unlike the norm during the Korean
and Vietnam wars, she said, troops sent to Iraq or
Afghanistan often serve “multiple tours” and
struggle while “going back and forth in this con-
stant state of hyper-vigilance.” — AFP 
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UK minister
signs US bid to 
extradite Assange
LONDON: Britain’s interior minister said yes-
terday he had certified the US request to extra-
dite WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange on
espionage grounds in a procedural move that
opens the way for a court battle. The US Justice
Department confirmed on Tuesday that it had
submitted a formal extradition request. British
Home Secretary Sajid Javid said he signed it on
Wednesday.

The final decision on whether Assange can be
extradited will rest with the courts. The next
hearing in the Australian former computer
hacker’s case is on Friday. The 47-year-old had
been sheltering in Ecuador’s embassy in London
for seven years until his arrest on April 11 when
Quito finally withdrew his asylum. He is now
serving a 50-week sentence in jail for skipping
bail when he entered the embassy in 2012. “I’m
very pleased that the police were finally able to
apprehend him and now he’s rightly behind bars
because he broke UK law,” Javid told BBC radio.

“There’s an extradition request from the US
that is before the courts tomorrow but yesterday
I... certified it. “I want to see justice done at all
times and we’ve got a legitimate extradition re-
quest, so I’ve signed it, but the... decision is now
with the courts.” If basic criteria are met, the
home secretary must certify a valid extradition
request from the United States before the courts
make a decision on whether the person can be
extradited. The secretary then decides whether
to order an extradition.

Assange, who is being held in the top-secu-
rity Belmarsh prison in southeast London, is not
expected to attend Friday’s hearing in person but
could take part via video-link, although it will be
largely procedural. The “first real confrontation
of arguments” in court will not be for several
weeks or months, according to WikiLeaks editor
Kristinn Hrafnsson. Washington has accused As-
sange of violating the US Espionage Act by pub-
lishing military and diplomatic files in 2010. The
18 charges reject his claim he was simply a pub-
lisher receiving leaked material — which would
be protected under press freedom legislation.
The case has upset some US and other world
media, which argue that Assange’s activities dif-
fer very little from their own. They fear his case
could set a precedent for limiting free speech
and media rights. — AFP 

Putin sacks two 
senior police
over reporter’s
drugs arrest
MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin yester-
day sacked two senior police officers over the
arrest of investigative reporter Ivan Golunov
on trumped up drugs charges. The journalist’s
arrest last week was widely seen as punish-
ment for his investigative work and sparked an
unprecedented campaign of solidarity in Russ-
ian society.

On Tuesday, Interior Minister Vladimir
Kolokoltsev said he had requested Putin dismiss
the officers after lifting the charges against Gol-
unov on the basis of a lack of evidence. Yester-
day, Putin signed a decree to dismiss the police
chief for western Moscow, Major General An-
drei Puchkov, and the head of the Moscow po-
lice department for narcotics control, Major
General Yury Devyatkin. Golunov is a reporter

for Meduza news site, which is based in EU
member Latvia. He walked free from a Moscow
police building on Tuesday evening after his
house arrest was lifted.

Moscow police had charged him with at-
tempted drug dealing, saying that officers found
him in possession of drugs including cocaine.
But as the details of the case attracted public
outrage, they later admitted that they had
posted photographs of drugs paraphernalia that
were not taken in his flat. Golunov’s supporters,
including many influential journalists, mounted
a public campaign in his defense, holding
protests outside Moscow police headquarters.

The case has prompted wide-reaching
questions about how Russian police operate,
with Golunov’s supporters and lawyers saying
that police planted drugs on him. Kolokoltsev
said the police who worked on the case have
been suspended pending an investigation. On
Wednesday, a few thousand protesters took to
the streets of Moscow for an unsanctioned
march calling for broad reform of the law en-
forcement and justice systems. Police violently
broke up the march and arrested more than 500
people, according to OVD INFO, a monitor that
tracks detentions. — AFP 

CANANDAIGUA: A memorial to American soldiers from New York State who were killed in Iraq or
Afghanistan. — AFP 

War, depression, suicide: US
vets are finally finding help

‘The compassion and the caring is getting there’ 


