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NASHVILLE, TENN. – Senator
Marsha Blackburn (R-Tenn.)
marked the start of National Sui-
cide Prevention & Awareness
Month this September by urging
Secretary of Defense Mark
Esper to address barriers to men-
tal health care for active duty
servicemembers and their fami-
lies.
“There is a human cost to serv-
ice that is not always evident by
losses on the battlefield,” said
Senator Blackburn. “Our nation
has an obligation to deliver the
best possible mental health sup-
port to our servicemembers dur-
ing their service – before they
are discharged to communities
or stand at the end of the long
line of veterans who restart their
quest for care from the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs… The
DoD must take ownership to im-
prove mental, spiritual, and emo-
tional wellbeing for the future of
the military enterprise.”

The full letter is below:

Dear Secretary Esper,

I write today [Sept. 1, 2020]
with deepening concern for the
health and welfare of our men
and women in uniform. This
April, I led my colleagues in
writing to you to express our
worry that the response meas-
ures to mitigate COVID-19, al-
though necessary, could worsen
the environmental conditions in
which symptoms of suicide, de-
pression, and other mental disor-
ders thrive. We also wrote in
response to the Quarterly Sui-
cide Report, which showed an
increase in suicides among the
Active Component. Since then,
the Department of Defense In-
spector General (DoDIG) re-
leased a report evaluating access
to outpatient mental health care.

The results are significant, detail-
ing the extent to which our
Armed Forces men, women, and
their families are underserved by
the military health system
(MHS).
The findings of the DoDIG re-
port, Evaluation of Access to
Mental Health Care in the De-
partment of Defense, state clearly
that over half of the assessed mil-
itary medical treatment facilities
(MTFs), and the supporting TRI-
CARE networks, did not meet
access to care standards pre-
scribed by law and DoD’s own
policies. During the evaluated
period, DoDIG also found that an
average of 53% of all active duty
and their families referred to
civilian providers never received
care, and “the MHS did not know
why.” Further, DoDIG found that
9 of 13 MTFs considered were
unable to provide adequate evi-
dence-based treatments and were
incapable of monitoring the treat-
ments that were prescribed, leav-
ing servicemembers with delayed
provider follow-up, or no re-
sponse whatsoever. 
Delays in access to mental
health care threatens the safety of
those at-risk. DoDIG was given
several examples during its eval-
uation in which access barriers
may have contributed to “second
suicide attempts and hospitaliza-
tion.” There seems to be little
point in messaging on the stigma
of seeking help, if one is not af-
forded access to this urgent assis-
tance.
The DoDIG identified that the
Department failed to consistently
meet outpatient mental health
care access, in part, because the
Defense Health Agency (DHA)
does not have a MHS-wide men-
tal health staffing model, despite
the DoD Task Force on Mental
Health making this recommenda-
tion in 2007. Additionally, this

Honoring Pearl Harbor
survivor and Navy Vet,
Mr. John E. Hatcher

report found that DHA “pub-
lished inconsistent and unclear
policies” for outpatient mental
health care.  For example, there
is no common agreement among
MTFs nor a single authoritative
policy that defines what the ini-
tial behavioral health assessment
looks like, or who may perform
it.
There is a human cost to service
that is not always evident by
losses on the battlefield.  DoD In-
struction 6490.07 recognizes the
degree to which impaired mental
fitness degrades force readiness,
but the DoD must go further than
acknowledgement. Our nation
has an obligation to deliver the
best possible mental health sup-
port to our servicemembers dur-
ing their service – before they are
discharged to communities or
stand at the end of the long line
of veterans who restart their
quest for care from the Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs. Last
week, Chief of Staff of the Air
Force, General Brown, expressed
his concern for the unchanging
suicide rate, which is trending to
be “as bad as last year.” His will-
ingness to speak candidly and
with compassion on this chal-
lenge is commendable. 
Mental health, to include de-
pendents’ mental health, is a crit-
ical element of servicemember
readiness. The DoD must take
ownership to improve mental,
spiritual, and emotional wellbe-
ing for the future of the military
enterprise. I welcome a long-
term open dialogue with the Pen-
tagon on prioritization of the
health of our service men,
women, and their families. In the
near-term, I look forward to a de-
tailed response that addresses
each of the unresolved DoDIG
recommendations. Thank you for
your attention.

Titans open season at Denver on Monday
Night Football ... from sports page 1
the state of Colorado, made the
decision to not have fans present
at home games for the start of
their season due to the coron-
avirus outbreak. The Titans and
the city of Nashville announced
a similar decision for the Titans’
home opener next week against
the Jacksonville Jaguars.
ESPN will broadcast the game to
a national audience, while the
telecast also can be seen locally
in Nashville on WZTV FOX 17.
The broadcast team includes
play-by-play announcer Steve
Levy, analysts Brian Griese and
Louis Riddick, reporter Lisa
Salters, and officiating analyst
John Parry.
Fans can livestream the game on
their mobile devices from the Ti-
tans Mobile App (iOS and An-
droid) and on
TennesseeTitans.com mobile
web. Restrictions apply. For
more information visit Ten-
nesseeTitans.com or
NFL.com/ways-to-watch.
The Titans Radio Network, in-
cluding Nashville flagship 104.5

The Zone, will carry the game
across the Mid-South with the
“Voice of the Titans” Mike Keith,
analyst Dave McGinnis, sideline
reporter Amie Wells, and game-
day hosts Rhett Bryan and
Jonathan Hutton.
Additionally, Westwood One
Sports will broadcast the game to
a national radio audience. Play-
by-play announcer Kevin Harlan
and analyst Kurt Warner will
have the call.

Following a virtual offseason
program and a training camp
with no preseason games as a re-
sult of the COVID-19 pandemic,
the Titans are set to face an op-
ponent for the first time since
walking off the field in last sea-
son’s AFC Championship Game
at Kansas City, where a memo-
rable run was cut short one vic-
tory shy of the Super Bowl. Head
coach Mike Vrabel’s team earned
a wild card berth and then went
on the road to knock off the New
England Patriots and the top-
seeded Baltimore Ravens in the

first two playoff rounds, respec-
tively, before being ousted by the
eventual Super Bowl champion
Chiefs.
Tennessee achieved its fourth
consecutive winning record and
its second playoff berth in four
seasons since controlling owner
Amy Adams Strunk hired Jon
Robinson as general manager.
With 9-7 finishes every year
since 2016, the Titans enter 2020
with the NFL’s fourth-longest ac-
tive streak of winning records.
Only the New England Patriots
(19), the Seattle Seahawks
(eight) and the Chiefs (seven)
have longer such streaks.
Early in the 2020 offseason, the
Titans signed several free agents
to address depth and provide vet-
eran competition at key spots. In-
cluded in the signings were
former Atlanta Falcons outside
linebacker Vic Beasley Jr., for-
mer Falcons defensive lineman
Jack Crawford and former Hous-
ton Texans cornerback Johnathan
Joseph. 

Pearl Harbor survivor John E. Hatcher celebrated his 99th
birthday with granddaughter Latanya Billingslea. Below,
a young Mr. Hatcher is shown receiving congratulations.
Mr. Hatcher also made Black History by becoming the first
African American mail carrier in South Miami-Dade
County, Florida. (Photos/Courtesy: Seasons Hospice & Palliative
Care and Hatcher Family Archives)

In July, Mr. John E. Hatcher cel-
ebrated his 99th birthday at Sea-
sons Hospice & Palliative Care.
The restrictions of COVID-19
made it a little harder, but that
did not stop the care facility staff
in remembering and honoring
those who served in WWII and
living up to their own motto of
“Honoring Life, Offering Hope.” 
Mr. Hatcher survived the bomb-
ing of Pearl Harbor aboard the
USS Phoenix and served his
country for 20 years.  Also,
Hatcher has the distinction of
being the first black letter carrier
in Goulds, Florida. After retiring
from the United States Postal
Service, he opened his own tax
preparation business in South
Miami-Dade County.
His granddaughter, Latanya
Billingslea, stated: “This man
has been such a pillar in his com-
munity and family for so many
years.” 
Billingslea retired last year after
21 years of service in the US

Navy, following in her grandfa-
ther’s footsteps. She reached E8
level of promotion, is a captain,
and did two tours in Afghanistan. 
“At Seasons Hospice & Pallia-
tive Care, we’re doing everything
we can to make sure our Veteran
patients are being recognized for
their life and contributions de-
spite challenges and COVID-19
restrictions,” said Krystie Cara-
ballo, manager of Public Rela-
tions.

During his birthday, Caraballo
reported how a community birth-
day parade was pulled off by
caregiver Monique who made
arrangement for a drive-by car
sporting happy birthday banners
and balloons to circle around the
driveway where the Vet could
look out and enjoy his 99th birth-
day. 
For more information on the
Seasons Hospice & Palliative
Care, visit www.Seasons.org and
www.Seasonsfoundation.org .  


