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POST-TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER — DEFENCE FORCE VETERANS 
Statement 

HON ALISON XAMON (East Metropolitan) [5.26 pm]: I rise tonight because I would like to use this 
opportunity to discuss the impacts of post-traumatic stress disorder on the families and veterans of our armed 
forces. I particularly wanted to bring this issue up tonight because this Saturday commemorates Vietnam 
Veterans Day when we will remember the service of all the men and women who served in the Vietnam War. 
This day was originally started to commemorate the Battle of Long Tan. Since the welcome home parade in 
Sydney in 1987, it has now been adopted as a day to commemorate all Vietnam veterans for their service.  
I wanted to talk about what is becoming an increasing problem facing our veterans, including our most recent 
veterans; that is, post-traumatic stress disorder. It is estimated that 56 per cent of Australian Vietnam veterans 
have suffered post-traumatic stress disorder. The Australian Centre for Posttraumatic Mental Health says that 
40 per cent of post-traumatic stress disorder is delayed onset, so it is coming back to haunt people quite late in 
their lives. This has been evidenced by the swell of diagnoses in Vietnam veterans, particularly since 2000. We 
are talking about 30 years after the end of the war. This also means that it is likely that it will be some time 
before we start seeing the full mental health impacts of recent and current operations on our service people. It is 
predicted that we are likely to see a significant increase in the number of people who are affected by 
post-traumatic stress disorder. Personnel involved in post-1975 operations now make up the fastest-growing 
segment of veterans who are suffering from PTSD. Since 2008, the proportion of post-1975 veterans in 
Department of Veterans’ Affairs programs has increased from 30 per cent to 40 per cent. This problem will not 
go away. It is estimated that 31 per cent of our Gulf War veterans are currently suffering from post-traumatic 
stress disorder. We know that the Veterans and Veterans Families Counselling Service intake and assessment 
sessions have increased from 5 694 in 2007–08 to 11 647 in 2010–11. Country outreach consultation sessions 
have increased from 36 306 in 2006–07 to 40 733 in 2010–11. This shows a dramatic overall increase in demand 
and especially an increase in our country areas. These sorts of statistics highlight the impact that the war has had 
on the minds and the health of servicemen and women across their lifetime.  

However, what I specifically wanted to talk about tonight was the damage that also spills over to the families of 
veterans. I have picked up on this matter because it was brought to my attention in my office. I started looking 
into the issue to get a bit of a handle on how much of a problem it really was from a mental health perspective—
this issue of intergenerational post-traumatic stress disorder on the families of veterans. We found that the 
partners and children of veterans are more likely than the general population to suffer mental health issues. 
These are people who have not actually been off to war, but are the support network for our veterans. A study 
found that the partners of Vietnam veterans suffer mental illness at levels that are 20 to 30 times higher than the 
general population. I found that figure absolutely staggering. The study also found that the partners of veterans 
with PTSD suffer PTSD themselves at seven times the rate of the general community. Just as disturbing is the 
fact that the children of Vietnam veterans are three times more likely to commit suicide than their peers. When 
we talk about an increase in post-traumatic stress disorder in personnel who are involved in post-1975 
operations, it is clear—and the statistics are bearing this out—that there is likely to be a corresponding increase 
in mental illness that is also being suffered by the partners and children of veterans.  
The good news is that since 2002, mental health and wellbeing has been an issue that has been in focus for the 
Australian Defence Force and the Department of Defence—so successive federal governments—and there have 
been major commonwealth government reforms introduced to promote mental wellbeing and to try to ensure 
better or more seamless transitioning. The federal government recently committed $83 million towards 
implementing the recommendations of the “Review of Mental Health Care in the ADF and Transition through 
Discharge” report. This report acknowledged that the support our veterans are receiving is often not enough and 
not coordinated. This was building on work that had been done under a previous government as well. I am 
concerned that there needs to be a greater emphasis on services for the families of veterans in order to address 
the incidence of mental health issues, specifically considering the rate at which this is occurring and the real gap 
in services addressing the specific needs of the children of veterans. Some non-government organisations are 
doing some really fantastic work in the area of post-traumatic stress disorder for veterans, and they offer support 
for veterans and their partners. While veterans’ affairs are coordinated at a federal level through the Department 
of Veterans’ Affairs, it is important to recognise that there is still a significant gap in services for children of 
returned personnel and veterans who are suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. We have standard 
helplines for children who are dealing with mental health problems or concerns, but there is little to no support 
designed specifically for the children of veterans outside these family counselling programs. This is one of my 
bugbears—recognising that trauma within children needs to be tailored to deal with specific issues that are 
actually arising, and this is an obvious gap that we have federally, in this state and in every other state. I am not 
pointing the finger at any particular government or party; this is an issue that we need to be conscious of. It is 
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significant because of the impacts of post-traumatic stress disorder on the children of veterans and the fact that 
we are looking at increasing levels of mental illness and suicide.  
As the post-1975 personnel are becoming the fastest-growing segment of veterans suffering PTSD, we will be 
looking at an increasing proportion of children at higher risk of mental illness and suicide. I acknowledge the 
work the federal government has done, in conjunction with the Australian Defence Force, in highlighting the 
mental health and wellbeing of our current and returned service people, and implementing strategies to identify 
and address mental health concerns. But it is not enough. We also need to be implementing targeted support 
services for the children of veterans. I am not suggesting this necessarily needs to be a federally run program, 
although a federally funded program run by the state might be a good start.  
A concern raised by the NGOs that I have spoken to who are working with partners and children of veterans is 
that the families themselves do not know of the services that are available to assist them. They have expressed 
their concern that they feel there is still a real lack of understanding of this issue within the community. Our 
awareness of post-traumatic stress disorder amongst veterans seems to be well understood, but there is still a 
very low understanding of what the intergenerational effects entails. Concerningly, they report that there was a 
real lack of understanding, particularly amongst GPs, who are often the first port of call where people go when 
they are in crisis. That is a real issue. We do need to ensure that a new and targeted service is put into place, but 
we are obviously going to need to do some early work to make sure that the information about the limited 
services that are available and a recognition of this issue is brought to people’s attention, and particularly that it 
is brought into the right hands. 

I wanted to raise that because this is an issue that I have been working on and because Vietnam Veterans Day is 
this Saturday. I think it is really important that we continue to understand the effects of war on not only those 
that we send to the front-line but also the people who love and support them. I hope that all members will join 
me in commemorating Vietnam Veterans Day this Saturday. 
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