
Birmingham VA Health Care System

Veterans Response Team (VRT)
The Birmingham VA Medical Center has launched a new 
program called the Veterans Response Team (VRT). This 

program's mission is to help link our community first 
responders to one source for a vital connection to VA 

specific resources when they encounter a veteran within 
our community in crisis. 

VA Dispatch is armed with information on VA specific crisis 
services and programs available to help our veterans in 

crisis situations or times of need. Resources include 
Mental Health, Homeless, Veterans Justice Outreach 

Specialists, Substance Use, Intimate Partner Violence, 
Peer Support and LGBTQ+ programs.

Veterans Response Team (VRT)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
One of the goals of VRT is to help you when you encounter a veteran in crisis within your community. We want to provide you with 1 phone number to call to quickly verify VA Healthcare eligibility and learn of VA resources available to the specific situation you are managing. Binders of VA crisis services information have been developed for VA Dispatch to use when a call is received. Resources have also been included in Dispatch for community resources for non-eligible crisis callers to utilize when appropriate. 
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Screening for Service Member or Veteran 
Status is the First Step

Asking the question 
“Have you ever served in the U.S. 

Armed Forces?” 
or 

“Have you ever served in any branch of 
the U.S. Military?”
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Screening for Service Member or Veteran Status 
is the First Step

If the answer is Yes, this can not only open the door to 
possible resources but also increase your awareness of other 
potential risk factors, like emotional or psychological issues, 
that could have led to the situation or escalate the situation

You could consider Thanking the Service Member or Veteran 
for their service

Follow-up Questions could also include:
When did you serve? What branch?

In what ways, if any, are the issues you’re having today 
related to your service?

Are you enrolled or connected to the VA for healthcare 
services or any other veteran service organizations?

Do you have any reservations about seeking support or 
assistance?
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The Process
Once you identify the Service Member or Veteran, you would 

call the VA Dispatch number (205-212-3963)

Dispatch will need to verify eligibility for VA Healthcare by 
obtaining the individuals full name and Social Security 

Number

Once Eligibility is determined, the appropriate resource will 
be provided to you for the individual to consider

In certain situations, at your request, a VA Police Officer can 
deploy to the situation to assist in descalation and connection 

to VA specific care and resources. This can be requested 
through VA Dispatch

With 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
It is important to understand that not all veterans are enrolled or eligible for VA Healthcare. If a veteran is determined to be ineligible for healthcare services at the time of the call, Community Resources will be provided to you to utilize. 

We are currently building our in-person crisis response team. The mission of this team will be to support Veterans in crisis, help reduce the number of Veteran suicides, increase participation in mental health treatment, as well as increase collaboration efforts in the community and support local law enforcement agencies. The goal of this team is to deescalate the situation safely for all individuals involved and provide reasonable and consistent care. Applicable laws of the jurisdiction are followed using the least restrictive method to bring the Veteran safely to a VA medical facility.

When the team responds to calls for service in the community, there may be situations where safety concerns shift the focus from a mental health orientation to a law enforcement response. In these instances, our team will tactically disengage from the situation and coordinate with local law enforcement. The intent of this disengagement policy is to reduce the likelihood of a violent outcome, allow for local law enforcement to address any exigent safety concerns, and provide an opportunity for reengagement at a more appropriate time and favorable emotional state. Upon disengagement, we will provide a full debrief to local law enforcement with an explanation of the call details, de-escalation attempts made, the reason for disengagement, and any follow-up resources that may benefit the Veteran. We may continue to assist local law enforcement from a safe location and may continue to attempt contact with the Veteran by telephone or through a third-party, such as a family member or friend, depending on the circumstances.
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Lethal Means Safety

With 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We believe everyone has a role to play in ending suicide in our Veteran population. We know that means matters – how a person attempts suicide impacts how fatal the injury will be. About 90% of firearm related suicide attempts are fatal, as compared to approximately 5% of suicide attempts by all other means combined. We are asking you to take an extra moment to inquire about firearms within the home and offer as many gunlocks to the individual as needed to securely store their firearms. The VA will provide your department as many gunlocks as you’d like and we encourage you to consider keeping some in each Patrol Car. 

Not only can secure storage improve safety for the whole home, it builds in time and space between the impulse to act and the means to harm one’s self. While some suicidal crises last a long time, most last only minutes to hours. In one study of suicide attempt survivors, 24% said it took less than five minutes for them to act and 71% of attempters estimated the process took less than 1 hour. This reality underscores the importance of reducing access to means for those who are at elevated risk for suicide, until the risk period passes. 



Birmingham VA Health Care System

The Message Matters
Your goal is not to make people feel interrogated or worry 
that their guns may be taken from them. Your goal is to let 

them know about voluntary steps they can choose to take to 
help keep themselves or a loved one safe during a crisis

“I want to have a conversation about means safety.”

“When someone is struggling in the ways that you are, 
sometimes suicidal feelings can emerge and escalate rapidly. 
There are a few steps we routinely recommend for the home 

to make things safer.”

“Guns are the most frequent method of suicide death, and 
pills are the most frequent method of suicide attempts, so 

let’s start by limiting access to those.”
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Raising the Issue – An Example
“Lots of people have guns at home. What some people in 

your situation have done is store their guns away from home 
until they’re feeling better or lock them and ask someone 
they trust to hold onto the keys. If you have guns at home, 
I’m wondering if you’ve thought about a strategy like that.”

“If temporarily storing them elsewhere is not an option, 
perhaps we can discuss some alternative ways to keep you 

safe until you’re feeling better.”
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Veterans Justice Outreach (VJO) Program
The purpose of the VJO program is to ensure eligible Justice-

Involved Veterans have access to appropriate VA services with the 
goal of preventing unnecessary criminalization of mental illness 

and incarceration among Veterans

A Justice-involved veteran is:
1. A Veteran in contact with local law enforcement who can be 

appropriately diverted from arrest into mental health or 
substance abuse treatment;

2. A veteran in local jail, either pretrial or serving a sentence ; or

3. A Veteran involved in adjudication or monitoring by a court

With 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
VJO Specialists provide outreach and linkage to VA and/or community services for Justice-Involved Veterans 
VJO Specialists are responsible for direct outreach, assessment and case management in local courts and jails
VJO Specialists help with eligibility determination, enrollment and referral to both VA and non-VA services upon release
VJO Specialists work with local law enforcement and crisis intervention teams to identify Veterans who may be in crisis because of mental illness and help connect them with the appropriate treatment services
VJO Specialists collaborate with local justice system partners to identify Veterans who enter the criminal justice system and need treatment services rather than incarceration
VJO Specialists collaborate with judges and specialty courts like Veterans Treatment Court to connect Veterans to VA treatment services
VJO Specialists act as a liaison with local justice systems partners and help coordinate staff trainings on Veteran-specific issues
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Veterans Justice Outreach (VJO) Program

Your local Veterans Justice 
Outreach Specialist:

Quinton Pickett
205-844-2885
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Please contact Quinton directly or by calling Dispatch to report the Veteran’s information to be provided to Quinton. 
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Crisis Response and Intervention Training (CRIT)
We will begin hosting Crisis Response and Intervention Training (CRIT) to 

both VA and community-based law enforcement beginning in 2024. 

The full 40-hour course will be taught in partnership with various VA 
subject matter experts within our Clinic.

The dates for these trainings are:

February 12-16, 2024
April 15-19, 2024
July 15-19, 2024

October 21-25, 2024
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