County Traumatic Brain Injury needs rising.  
The Salinas Californian, 10/11/2011  
In 2009, nearly 500 people were hospitalized for traumatic brain injury (TBI) right here in Monterey County.  


Every 15 seconds, someone in America experiences a TBI.  If you haven’t heard of traumatic brain injury, you are not alone.  Because symptoms often go undiagnosed, TBI remains a “silent epidemic.” 


Brain injuries can be sustained in a variety of ways – in contact sports, a car accident or fall.  Young people and older Americans are particularly at risk.

Unfortunately, our population of combat veterans is among the most affected by TBI, with veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan experiencing injuries so frequently TBI has been called the “signature wound” of these conflicts.


A TBI can be life-changing.  Symptoms range in severity but can include vision and speech impairments, memory loss, and problems with understanding and processing information.


TBI can affect an individual’s ability to work or go to school.  Family relationships can be strained.  Everyday things we take for granted can become significant challenges.


“When I returned home, everything seemed different.  Sometimes I couldn’t remember why I went to the grocery store, or if I’d taken my medication,” said Chris Lopez, a veteran from the Central Coast, who was injured during Operation Iraqi Freedom.  “It’s easy to feel confused.  But we don’t need to feel alone.  Talking with other vets about my TBI experience was the best thing I’ve ever done.  Knowing the brothers and sisters that were with me in combat are still supporting me here at home has made all the difference.”

Too often, people living with TBI, including veterans, have fallen through the cracks in California’s systems for supporting people with disabilities in recovery and independent living.


The good news is that with support, many people with TBI can gain skills to help them achieve independence and find a “new normal.”


That’s the message of the Traumatic Brain Injury Awareness Program made possible by an early investment of American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funding by California’s Department of Rehabilitation.  This program was centered right here on the Central Coast and represents an historic effort to expand services to the growing population of individuals in our state who are living with a Traumatic Brain Injury, including veterans.

Through the program, the Central Coast Center for Independent Living (CCCIL) developed a model for how to expand services to reach people living with TBI and collaborated with Independent Living Centers from around the state to share information, resources and training on how to serve people with TBI.  CCCIL also established advisory committees comprised of veterans and civilians, hosted webinars, trained more than 250 Independent Living Center staff, and created educational materials and a website to share information and resources for people living with TBI and service providers.

Though the ARRA funding for this project ended last month, our community with TBI is only growing.  Nationwide, 1.7 million people sustain a TBI every year, a figure that has risen 21 percent since 2006.  Combat veterans are at particular risk, with an estimated 10-20 percent of soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan having sustained a TBI.  In California alone, nearly 28,000 veterans have returned home with a TBI, an increase of 60 percent since 2000.


As the U.S. begins to significantly draw down troop levels in Afghanistan, California anticipates another wave of veterans returning to civilian life with Traumatic Brain Injuries.  The TBI Awareness Program is seeking funding to continue building critical capacity to serve the needs of veterans and Californians with brain injury.

The significant progress made over the last two years to expand services must not be lost in the current austere state and federal budget funding environments.  To find out more about supporting the TBI Awareness Program, visit www.catbi.org .
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