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Executive Summary

Suicide continues to be a significant public health challenge for Washington’s Service Members,
Veterans, and their Families (SMVF). Due to the unique demands of military service, transition
experiences, cultural influences, and environmental stressors, Veterans and Service Members
face a higher risk of suicide than many other populations. Although they represent a relatively
small share of Washington State’s population, they account for a disproportionate number of
suicide deaths.

Every suicide is a profound loss, and preventing these deaths remains a critical priority. The
Washington State Department of Veterans Affairs (WDVA) is dedicated to reducing suicide
among SMVF through comprehensive prevention efforts, including education, training,
outreach, and access to support services and resources.

WDVA’s 2026—-2029 Strategic Plan' reinforces this commitment by prioritizing health, wellness,
connection, and access to earned benefits for Washington’s Veteran community by saving and
transforming lives. The plan aligns with the Veterans Health Administration’s (VHA) U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs’ National Strategy for Preventing Veteran Suicide (2018-2028)'
and includes a goal of reducing Veteran suicide through strengthened protective factors,
reduced risk factors, expanded participation in counseling and wellness programs, enhanced
access to resources, and increased collaboration with government agencies and community
partners.

The need for continued action remains urgent. According to data provided by the Washington
State Department of Health, 228* Veterans died by suicide in Washington State in 2025 (*data
current as of June 15, 2026), which increased from 212 deaths in 2024. Veterans accounted for
approximately 17% of all suicide deaths statewide, despite representing a much smaller
proportion of the population.

Firearms were involved in 74% of veteran suicide deaths. These statistics underscore the
importance of sustained, coordinated prevention efforts and continued investment in programs
that support the health, well-being, and resilience of Washington’s Veteran community.

Background

Washington State is home to 494,383 Veterans, 72,000 Service Members, and more than
580,000 military and Veteran family members. While Veterans represent approximately 7% of
the state’s population, they account for a disproportionately high share of suicide deaths,
highlighting the urgent need for targeted prevention and support efforts.
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https://vnet.dva.wa.gov/sites/default/files/2025-11/2025_StratPlan_full-Nov4.pdf
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https://www.mentalhealth.va.gov/suicide_prevention/docs/Office-of-Mental-Health-and-Suicide-Prevention-National-Strategy-for-Preventing-Veterans-Suicide.pdf

Research and experience have demonstrated that community-based peer support is a powerful
tool in suicide prevention. Peer programs provide trusted connections and culturally responsive
support for SMVF as they navigate challenges related to military service, trauma, moral injury,
mental health, and the transition to civilian life.

Across Washington, community organizations play a critical role in strengthening resilience,
fostering connection, and reducing isolation among those who have served.

To expand these efforts, the Washington State Legislature established the Suicide Prevention
Community-Based Services Grant Program (Community Grant Program) under Revised Code of
Washington (RCW) 43.60A.260. The program provides funding to community organizations
delivering suicide prevention services, peer support, and other assistance to at-risk and
transitioning Service Members, Veterans as well as their families, with a particular emphasis on
evidence-informed peer support models.

Funding for these initiatives is provided through the Veteran and Military Member Suicide
Prevention Account (RCW 43.60A.270), which is supported by legislative appropriations,
proceeds from the 988 Crisis Line Veteran Suicide specialty license plate emblem sales in
partnership with Washington State Department of Licensing (DOL), and public and private
contributions. These resources are available (to the extents funds are available) to help expand
WDVA'’s Peer Corps Program, strengthen community-based peer support services, and invest in
local suicide prevention programs that improve the health, wellness, and connectedness of
Washington’s Military and Veteran communities.

In October 2022, RCW 46.18.300 was enacted for DOL to work with WDVA on creating a
Veteran suicide emblem which could be sold to the public. The proceeds of these emblem sales
go into the Veteran and Military Member Suicide Prevention Account, held by the State
Treasurer and used only as intended and required by state law. After development of the
emblem, DOL offices are responsible for the sale and distribution of the emblems for $10 each,
and an S8 surcharge for every sale (not for each individual emblem.)

WASHINGTON
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https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.60A.260
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.60A.260
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=43.60A.270
https://app.leg.wa.gov/RCW/default.aspx?cite=46.18.300

In 2023, WDVA worked with University of Washington’s Forefront Suicide Prevention Center for
Excellence to develop a process for notification of available funding through the Community
Grant Program and outlining requirements for grant recipients to implement to follow RCW
requirements.

Alatheia Therapeutic Riding Center

In 2024, a Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) was announced broadly to solicit applications
from interested parties for the Community Grant Program. WDVA awarded Alatheia
Therapeutic Riding Center $11,000 from the grant fund, enabling five SMVF participants to
complete the organization’s eight-week equine-assisted therapy program and one participant
completed six of the eight-week program in Wenatchee, Washington; the organization utilized
$4,350 of the total amount awarded which allowed for the remaining funds to remain in the
grant’s account for the next award cycle.




After Action Report Summary Completed by WDVA Suicide Prevention Program:

Alatheia Therapeutic Riding Center program has significantly benefited Veterans and their
families in the Wenatchee area and beyond.

Ryan, the Program’s Outreach Coordinator, effectively connected with SMVF by attending
events at Veteran organizations and increasing awareness of their program. Most families were
introduced to Alatheia following initial therapy sessions.

The $11,000 grant from SPCBGF has been instrumental in ensuring the program’s accessibility
to our Veteran community. Without this funding, the cost of sessions, which involves both a
Counselor and an Equine Specialist, can be prohibitively expensive. The 8-week structure
provides participants with time for reflection, often leading to a change in perspective and
offering a valuable alternative.

The program's structure creates a safe emotional environment, with Equine Specialists
guiding participants through each session. Sessions involve one to four horses and employ
Licensed Mental Health Counselors to ensure emotional safety throughout. Activities such
as constructing a symbolic representation of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) using

a ladder game, which facilitates emotional processing.

The program's positive impact is evident in participant feedback. One participant shared
therapy helped them achieve a greater sense of peace and improved their ability to connect
with others. While acknowledging it may not be suitable for everyone, they noted its unique
effectiveness compared to their previous PTSD treatments.

One Veteran shared that PTSD often diminishes the capacity to enjoy life. A powerful moment
occurred when a horse knocked the top rope off the ladder, serving as a reminder that the
participant can choose to appreciate their present moments instead of allowing PTSD to
dominate.

A spouse of a Veteran described how the horses, specifically Banner and Oddie, helped them
improve communication with themselves and their family. They explained the horses served as
"avatars” and assisting them in monitoring their energy and enhancing mindfulness in their
relationships.

A particularly moving story involves a 12-year-old child in foster care whose Veteran parent

died by suicide, greatly benefited from the program, allowing them to "finally just act like a kid
again."



Another participant’s experience with the 8-week Equine Assisted Growth and Learning
Association (EGALA) program underscores its success. Previously someone who self-isolated,
this participant has volunteered extensively and now serves as interim staff, connecting local
Veterans with resources and strengthening relationships with individuals.

Equine therapy offers support for many individuals including Veterans and individuals with
various disabilities, mental health disorders, and substance use disorders.

Horses offer comfort and help in a non-judgmental setting, with promoting trust, self-
regulation of mood, anxiety, and improvement in social skills, while lowering stress and blood
pressure for some. This can also help individuals with developing awareness of self and their
environment. Finding connection outside of oneself, building trust, and better building of
healthy boundaries also are a benefit of this therapeutic modality.

Physical benefits of equine therapy also assist with improved balance, coordination, and core
muscle strengthening and conditioning. Other benefits, among many, also include a reduction

in self-harm behaviors and crime.

Outdoors for Our Heroes

In November 2025, a second NOFO was announced and open for applications to be submitted
for an award of up to $20,000 from grant funding. In March 2026, Outdoors for Our Heroes
from Olympia, WA was the awarded recipient of the grant funding to provide peer connection
and suicide prevention supports to Veterans through guided fishing trips, fishing rod-building
classes, and suicide prevention trainings.




Planning

The sale of 988 emblems through DOL has been the most profitable funding source for the
Community Grant Program, with approximately 3,338 emblems sold since 2023. Counties and
municipalities have been supportive of Veteran Suicide Prevention efforts statewide, bringing
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awareness to the 988-crisis line by placing the emblems on fleet vehicles.

Cities of Olympia and Liberty Lake and counties such as Spokane and Pierce, and Lacey Fire

District have purchased emblems for their fleet vehicles.
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988 Prevent Veteran Suicide Emblems Issued by County FY26
*Data provided by DOL; contains emblems purchased from 7/1/2025 - 3/31/2026

Number of Emblems Sold by Fiscal Year

County 2023 2024 | 2025 | 2026 | Grand Total
DOL Headquarters 143 266 526 601 1,536
Adams 1 1
Benton 22 5 3 30
Chelan 5 4 3 1 13
Clallam 4 4
Clark 22 86 30 9 147
Cowlitz 29 4 12 45
Douglas 1 1
Ferry 1 1
Franklin 1 5 2 8
Grant 3 7 8 1 19
Island 5 2 7
Jefferson 1 1 2 4
King 17 91 61 25 194
Kitsap 4 9 9 3 25
Kittitas 3 7 10
Klickitat 30 25 14 69
Lewis 12 7 2 21
Lincoln 1 6 2 2 11
Mason 5 4 9
Okanogan 2 1 3
Pacific 1 1
Pend Oreille 17 1 18
Pierce 13 41 37 23 114
Skagit 14 12 2 28
Skamania 2 1 3
Snohomish 7 49 62 44 162
Spokane 10 15 31 226 282
Stevens 1 13 4 1 19
Thurston 73 65 319 63 520
Wahkiakum 1 1
Whatcom 3 9 10 6 28
Yakima 1 2 1 4
Grand Total 334 784 1,173 | 1,047 | 3,338
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Barriers and Future Needs

Sustained progress for the Community Grant Program requires diverse and dependable funding
sources. While 988 emblem purchases and private donations remain highly valuable,
particularly during a period of fiscal uncertainty, they do not constitute a predictable or
renewable revenue stream. The emblem does not carry an annual renewal fee, and future
sales volumes, including repeat purchases, cannot be reliably forecasted. Consequently, the
Community Grant Program remains dependent on both emblem sales and voluntary
contributions.

Managing the contracts with grant recipients and overall monitoring was previously completed
from 2023-2025 by a full-time Management Analyst 3. This position was responsible for
developing the Community Grant Program processes and contractual oversight during the
duration of their contract period. On June 30, 2025, the position was vacated due to loss of
funding and duties were absorbed by the Suicide Prevention Program Manager.

In 2026, WDVA’s Suicide Prevention Program budget was further reduced by $417,000 for
FY2027. Combined with funding reductions and hiring freezes from the previous year, these
losses will result in fewer outreach opportunities and decreased promotion of the 988 emblems
in the community.

RCW 43.60A.260 states University of Washington’s Forefront Suicide Prevention Center of
Excellence shall evaluate the effectiveness of each grant program recipient providing suicide
prevention and peer support services to SMVF who may be at risk of suicide and other mental
health crises. Due to budgetary limitations, this has not been completed.

Summary

Suicide among Veterans remains an ongoing public health crisis. The need for community
support and sustained investment has never been greater, particularly as funding reductions
and the loss of critical resources continue to strain the systems and services that Veterans rely
on. Additional funding is essential to ensure that lifesaving support, programs, and
interventions remain available to SMVF.

Community organizations and local resources play a vital role in expanding the reach of suicide
prevention efforts across Washington State. By implementing evidence-based practices and
proven prevention strategies, these partners can help address the growing number of Veteran
suicides and connect more SMVF to the support they need.
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Funding opportunities such as the Community Grant Program are critical to this work. These
investments enable WDVA to provide financial support to qualified organizations delivering
essential services, expand access to prevention and support programs, and strengthen
statewide efforts that promote the health, safety, well-being, and resilience of those who have
served.

Sustaining the Community Grant Program requires contract managing and oversight of grant
recipients to ensure compliance and funding is being appropriately used for the intended
purpose of serving the SMVF with suicide prevention supports needed. Despite the loss of
funding sources to WDVA'’s Suicide Prevention Program limiting the ability to hire additional
staff to help solicit donations and 988 emblems through outreach efforts, the need to sustain
the program remains and the department will remain committed to supporting this grant fund
to the best of its abilities to sustain this much needed grant program. WDVA is pursuing agency
request legislation to modify provisions of RCW 43.60A.260 due to funding constraints.

WDVA cannot meet this challenge alone. Preventing Veteran suicide requires a collective
commitment from government, community partners, service providers, and the public. We all
share a responsibility to act and strengthen efforts to prevent suicide within our SMVF
community and the call to action remains for all of us to support suicide prevention efforts
throughout Washington State.

References

"Washington State Department of Veterans Affairs, Strategic Plan 2026-2029
i\VHA: U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs’ National Strategy for Preventing Veteran Suicide
i \VHA: 2024 National Veteran Suicide Report

Report Prepared By:

Nicole Vreeland, M.S., LMHC
Suicide Prevention Program Manager
June 2026

12
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