Making life better for our war veterans, young

NTIL recently, the typi-

cal image of war veter-

ans in the UK was of

# late middle-aged to el-

derlymen, medals on theirchest,

Earl Haig Fund poppies, and cer-

emonies at the Cenotaph. Most

of us would probably have felt

pride in a generation that saved
Britain in two world wars.

The image is being changed,
by TV pictures, press articles, re-
search reports and blogs, into
one of young to early middle-
aged men and women leaving
the military after serving in Iraq
and Afghanistan and encounter-
ing public opinion at best indif-
ferent and at worst hostile

The services train personnel
in occupationally specific and
highly transferable skills and, as
aresult, most new veteransreset-
tleinto civilian life, findajoband

adjust to a new lifestyle. There
has always been a minority who
have suffered a disability or are
vulnerable in some way and in
need of support to help them re-
settle and to find employment.
However, military people have
self-sufficiency and survival in-
stilledinto them during training
and the culture does not encour-
age admission of what might be
perceived as “weakness”. Even if
adjustment does take time, diffi-
culties have tended to be han-
dled at home or with help from
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army mates or their old regi
ment — not spoken about openly
The world is changing. More
Iraq and Afghanistan veteran
arejoiningagrowingband of ex
service people from the Nortl
ern Ireland, Falklands and Gulf
conflicts beginning to speak
openly about the difficulties
they face readjusting to life out-
side the forces - relationship
breakdown, homelessness, sub-
stance abuse, unemployment.
When we talk about the so-
cially excluded and the long-

term unemployed in Scotland
there is rarely mention made of

¢-service people. Yet this is a
growing and important issue,
with significant numbers of
people in involved. Research by
Poppyscotland (the Earl Haig
Fund Scotland) estimates there
are about 189,000 veterans of
employment age in Scotland. Of
these, there are an estimated
26,000 unemployed or on work

A National Audit Office sur-
vey in 2007 found early
leavers (those who serve less
than four years in the military)
are particularly vulnerable
unemployment and homele
ness. Early leavers are entitled to
ry little resettlement support.
The Scottish unemployment
rate is less than 3 per cent, yet 16
per cent of early service leavers

in the survey were unemployed.
A Royal British Legion report in
2006 found there was an unem-
ployment rate twice the national
average among 18 to 49 year-olds
in the ex-service community.

The extent of mental health
problems among younger ex-
service personnel is much
higher than that of their peers
In the 16-44 age group, the num-
ber of mental health disorders
among ex-forces people is three
times that of the UK population
of the same age. And the preva-
lence of mental disorders for ex

ice people is 94 per 1,000
ompared with 28 per 1,000 in
the general population.

The Royal British Legion re-
search showed among all 16- to
44-year-old women not in work,
45 per cent of ex-service women
suffered from ill health, com-

and old —

paredwith 27 per centof women
in the general population.
Poppyscotland and other vet-
erans groups have commis-
sioned us to research the kind of
employment support needed by
disabled veterans or those suf-
fering from trauma or other bar
riers to finding and sustaining
employment. We will talk to vet-
erans, organisations and em-
ployment support agencies,
then identify gaps in services
and see how they might best be
filled and by whom. We would
welcome hearing from any v
erans about their experience in
finding work — good and bad.
® Blake Stevenson is working
with The Scotsman to organise a
debateon thefutureofthemilitary
at 7pm next Wednesday in the Vic-
toria Halls, Helensburgh. Contact
norma@blakestevenson.co.uk.




