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INTRODUCTION 

 

Many people in Altavista, Virginia and the surrounding areas have a romanticized view 

of patriotism and the current war effort. This small town has its share of veterans and active 

service members, and often tales of valiant service can be overheard at the local barbershop or in 

a grocery store aisle.  The local media also paints a lovely picture; the evening news shows 

coverage of families joyfully reunited after many months apart, Purple Heart awards ceremonies, 

and Veterans Day parades.  American flags canvas the downtown businesses and almost every 

establishment offers a military discount. We see store fronts, yard signs and car magnets that 

proudly state: ―We Support our Troops‖. Citizens are accustomed to seeing yellow ribbons tied 

around trees, symbolizing hope for a soldier’s safe return.  So in theory, we honor these men and 

women that have sacrificed their lives to serve and protect our nation.   However, our town is 

quickly facing a more unpleasant effect of military service that is becoming a haunting reality for 

many returning veterans of the Afghanistan war.   

 

CURRENT SITUATION 

 

With the war on terrorism in Afghanistan, the rehabilitation of Iraq, in addition to the 

conflicts steadily arising in countries like Egypt and Libya, there seems to be no end in sight to 

the American war effort.   Many soldiers are killed, paralyzed, or handicapped due to their 

service in battle.  Thankfully, there are government programs in place like Veterans Affairs that 

provide care and financial aid to these victims. Not all injuries from war are as apparent, 



I r b y  | 3 

 

however.  As the most prominent war in Afghanistan continues, the cases of post-traumatic stress 

disorder are becoming increasingly prevalent.   

Post-traumatic stress disorder is a type of anxiety disorder that occurs after experiencing 

or witnessing a traumatic event, usually events that involve the threat of injury or death.  

Assuredly, soldiers serving tours of duty in Afghanistan are, more often than not, subject to life-

threatening events.  Operation ―Enduring Freedom‖ has surpassed the Vietnam War as the 

United States’ longest-running conflict.  During the events leading up to the Vietnam War, there 

was a draft in place to alleviate the burden on the servicemen and women. A draft is certainly not 

the answer for us today; however, the physical, emotional, and mental strain that these soldiers 

endure must be taken into consideration, because post-traumatic stress disorder is quickly 

becoming a significant social issue.  

 

The issue of post-traumatic stress disorder 

stems from the fact that soldiers suffering from the 

disorder experience ―intrusive, upsetting memories 

of the event [war], flashbacks and nightmares, 

feelings of intense distress when reminded of the 

trauma or intense physical reactions to reminders of 

the event‖ 

(http://helpguide.org/mental/post_traumatic_stress_ 

disorder_symptoms_treatment.htm).  In addition to 

these factors, these soldiers are serving multiple 

tours of duty without adequate recuperation time in 
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between.  These men and women are living years of their lives in harm’s way—and in some 

instances—witnessing the violent deaths of their comrades in the line of duty.  When these 

individuals are able to return home, they experience almost the opposite of the adrenaline rush 

that they utilized for survival in the combat zone.  They are removed abruptly from a heightened 

sense of living and are reintroduced back into civilian life.  This change of living conditions can 

leave veterans with the sense that their lives have become boring and pointless back home.  As 

you can see in the chart above cited from (http://nimh.nih.gov/statistics/images/NCS-R_PTSD-

Chart1-360.jpg) 36.6% of cases of post traumatic stress disorder are classified as severe.  These 

severe cases involve destructive thought processes leading to depression, lack of motivation, and 

in some cases, suicide.   

 Post-traumatic stress disorder is an international, national, and local issue.  Soldiers from 

around the world are experiencing these types of symptoms, so it is not just an isolated event.  

For example, the London newspaper The Sunday Telegraph reported in March of 2007 that  

―…thousands of British troops are facing permanent psychological damage after fighting 

in Iraq and Afghanistan. The threat from roadside bombs, the intensity of the combat and 

the fear associated with fighting hidden enemies are all factors said to be leading to large 

numbers of troops returning from operational tours with serious mental conditions. New 

Government figures reveal that more than 2,100 soldiers have returned from Iraq since 

2003 suffering from some form of mental illness. Psychiatric conditions suffered by 

service personnel include post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), manic depression, and 

drug and alcohol dependency. But it has also emerged that up to seven service personnel 

have committed suicide either during or after active duty in Iraq‖.  
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Circumstances in the United States are similar and sobering.  However, in this instance, I will 

focus on the local issues involving PTSD exclusively.  How are small communities, like 

Altavista going to be affected by this disorder?  Who are the stakeholders? What is being done, 

and what can be implemented to help address this growing problem?   

 I am a college student at Longwood University, and the town of Farmville has witnessed 

the effects on an individual with PTSD.  Rain or shine, day or night, the residents of Farmville 

have become accustomed to seeing a flamboyantly-dressed elderly man, in camouflage, 

patrolling the streets of Farmville.  He tirelessly carries his flag, belongings, and performs 

―drills‖ for his imaginary troops.  He sings marching songs, claps for motivation, and shouts 

orders to the cars that pass by.  A newcomer might write off this individual as ―crazy‖ and make 

a few crass remarks about his behavior.  However, this man is Mr. Wiley, otherwise known as 

―Captain Farmville‖.  He served two long tours in the Vietnam War, and this is how he will live 

the rest of his life.  The horrors that the soldiers experienced were so extreme and unspeakable 

that many of the survivors returned ―shell-shocked‖. A psychiatrist later coined the term ―post-

traumatic stress disorder‖ and unfortunately as the country was made aware of the disorder, it 

quickly became somewhat taboo.  Those who suffered did not want to appear to be mentally 

unstable or inadequate, so many did not seek the help they needed.  Mr. Wiley is an extreme 

case, granted, but should lack of action on our community’s part enable our local veterans to 

potentially assume a similar fate? 

 The stakeholders in this issue, unfortunately, are many.  First and foremost, the soldiers 

themselves are those whom have the most at stake: their quality of life!  The spouses and 

children of these soldiers are also affected, not only in that they see the suffering of their loved 

one, but the potential change in demeanor of a provider and companion.  Extended families, 
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girlfriends, friends, co-workers, etc – they are all affected by this disorder.  In our small 

community, we value the cohesiveness of the town and we work together when someone needs 

our help. What better way to live up to our ―We support our troops‖ motto than to implement a 

program that satisfies their specific needs?  

 

PROJECT PLAN 

  Longwood University works with the Wounded Warrior program, which in part, helps to 

assimilate student soldiers into college life.  I attended a lecture sponsored by the program on 

February 2, 2011 entitled ―Army Strong & Wounded Warriors: Negotiating Recovery in 

Masculine Military Cultures‖. Major Stephan Ruppel-Lee, assistant professor of military science, 

and Longwood student Chris Tobey, spoke at the event. Ruppel-Lee was a commander in Iraq, 

and he now runs Longwood's ROTC program. Tobey served an 11-month deployment in Iraq as 

a specialist with the Army Reserve's 214th Mobile Public Affairs Detachment.  Both speakers 

encouraged those present to be mindful and considerate of those who are returning from war, 

because they most certainly have experienced traumatic events.  I feel that Longwood is doing a 

wonderful job helping returning student-soldiers assimilate into civilian college life.  I feel that 

programs similar to the Wounded Warriors in initiated in communities would help ease the 

burden and stigma of PTSD.   

 The Altavista Area YMCA would be a perfect place to start the initiative to provide aid to 

those who suffer from the symptoms of PTSD.  The facility is perfect for hosting such programs: 

it has a gym, pool, multiple ball fields, classrooms and childcare services – an ideal location to 

provide workshops and recreation to relieve stress.  I find it suitable that the park located directly 

adjacent to the facilities is aptly named War Memorial Park.  The services provided would not 
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only increase the quality of life for those soldiers and families attending, the YMCA would reap 

the benefits as well.   The majority of the children in the daycare have parents in the military – 

and should their parents find themselves unemployed upon return from their service due to PTSD 

complications, then the YMCA would experience significant loss in their earnings.  The YMCA 

operates as a non-profit organization, and especially in such a small town – the numbers matter.  

Not only would the children be able to attend the daycare—their behaviors and attitude would be 

affected for the positive, having a less stressful home life. If veterans are able to cope effectively 

with the symptoms of PTSD, they could be a contributing member of the community, and able to 

get a job -- helping the local economy as well. As one can see, this type of initiative would 

certainly start small, but it has the potential to ―snowball‖ into positive rewards for the entire 

community and beyond.   

QUALIFICATIONS  

I am a college Senior at Longwood University with a long-time interest in psychology 

and the military.  I have grown up in military environments, and I know many people who have 

served.  My maternal and paternal grandfathers and my father are all veterans. My boyfriend has 

recently returned from a deployment to Afghanistan, so I have firsthand experience in what is at 

stake.  It is very hard on those who lose temporary contact with a loved one while they are 

deployed; yet it is an extremely difficult situation to endure to lose a degree of contact with the 

individual when they return, and are standing right beside you. I am fortunate in that there were 

programs in place to help everyone I have come in contact with, and I would like to ensure that 

our local area implements one so that others may have success stories.    

In addition to my qualifications, I conducted an interview with my boyfriend Air Force 

Staff Sergeant Caleb Jordan of the 30
th
 Squadron to gain more insight.  He has been on two 
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deployments to Afghanistan, and potentially in line for a third.   From the interview, I found this 

to be the best statement for my claim: “The Air Force has done a lot in the past decade in trying 

to remove the stigma for those who step forward. I think that part of the military mindset is that 

you are judged so harshly by how you carry yourself, how you speak, and how assertive you are.  

If you display anything other than that, you are going to get walked on…so not many people will 

openly admit they have a problem.‖ As we can see, even though the government is in the process 

of addressing the problem of PTSD, it seems that the problem may lie within the soldiers 

themselves.  The help is made available, but some choose not to take it.  Men and women return 

from deployment and they are worried about being judged harshly by those around them.  So, the 

perfect time to address such issues would be once they return to the comfort of their hometown 

in a no-pressure and non judgmental atmosphere.   

 

CONCLUSION: COSTS AND BENFITS   

 

 We celebrate our veterans by cooking out on government holidays and support the troops 

via bumper stickers-- but we could make a greater impact, one small community at a time, by 

helping soldiers transition back into civilian life and provide community awareness in a non-

taboo manner.  These programs would rally for insurance benefits for reservists, support groups 

for families, and just give the sense that they are understood and that they are appreciated for 

their sacrifices.  It’s time we benefactors of that sacrifice, the civilians, take the initiative to 

really thank them for their service through these measures, and maybe post-traumatic stress 

disorder symptoms may not have such severe consequences, and recovery will be possible.  The 
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cost would be minimal compared to the positive affect that it would have on the community as a 

whole.   

 

 

BUDGET 

The United States Department of Veterans Affairs website states that ―on February 14, 

the President released VA’s Budget Proposal, which includes a spending plan of $132 billion for 

2012—nearly an eleven percent increase of 2010’s budget‖( http://www.va.gov/).  This is an 

exciting development because there will be substantial means for implementing programs like 

Wounded Warriors in communities nationwide.  Alongside the government aid, such programs 

can run as non-profit organizations so that additional funding can be secured.  Thank you for 

your consideration.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


