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SERVING COUNTRY & SERVING
TIME

WRITTEN BY Maggie Horzempa and Joey Comley

KEY POINTS

Far too many of our nation’s
veterans are encountering the
criminal justice system due to
service-related conditions.

Veteran Treatment Courts
(VTCs) have been the default
solution to handle the unique
issues faced by veterans who
encounter the justice system
and are modeled after other
specialty courts.

States have taken different
approaches with VTCs and
have been assisted by limited
federal programming, but it is
time to harness best practices
and standardize processes.

Broad eligibility, cost sharing
by federal, state, and local
governments, and community-
coordinated treatment/service
options are essential to VTC
success.

Veteran offenders cannot be
allowed to fall through the
cracks of any criminal justice
system when their service
experience contributed to their
offense.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Fartoo many of our nation’s veterans are encountering the criminal
justice system due to untreated or service-aggravated conditions
such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), traumatic brain
injury (TBI), substance use disorder (SUD), and moral injury (DOJ,
2025). Veterans Treatment Courts (VTCs) have emerged as an
innovative solution to address the complex needs of these individ-
uals by offering court-supervised treatment and services instead
of incarceration (KYCOJ, 2025). These courts acknowledge that
while veterans are not uniquely exposed to trauma, they differ in
the frequency of such exposure, the conditioning they receive, and
the cultural expectations that define resilience in service (Joseph
et al, 2022). Despite their promise, access to VTCs is inconsistent
across jurisdictions due to restrictive eligibility standards, unclear
definitions of “veteran,” and structural barriers like fragmented
data systems and stigma associated with seeking help (Seamone,
2023).

To ensure that veterans do not fall through the cracks of the justice
system, states must adopt more novel approaches to diver-
sion, treatment, and care. This includes standardizing eligibility
criteria to reflect the realities of service-related trauma better,
coordinating multidisciplinary teams to address veterans’ legal
and clinical needs, and expanding community-based treatment
options supported by federal, state, and local partnerships (Byrne
et al, 2024). Broadening access to VICs can prevent the cycle
of instability, incarceration, and social disconnection that many
veterans face upon returning to civilian life (Brenner, 2024). By
focusing on treatment over punishment, states can uphold the
nation’s promise to those who have served while enhancing public
safety and community well-being. By focusing on treatment over
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punishment, states can uphold the nation’s promise
to those who have served while enhancing public
safety and community well-being.

INTRODUCTION

Are the benefits earned by veterans who have
served our nation reasonably forfeited when they fail
to successfully transition to life as a civilian because
they encounter the criminal justice system as an
offender? If not, how should a veteran’s condition,
caused by or worsened in service, be considered
and/or accommodated by the criminal justice and
correctional systems they encounter? The answers
to these questions are “No” and “It's complicated,”
respectively. From the pronouncement of our 16th
president' to the White House cabinet currently
serving our 47th, our nation has long remained
resolute in its commitment to care for those who
fight its battles and to repair the damage that such
battle causes in their lives thereafter. In 2025, Secre-
tary of Veterans Affairs, Doug Collins, announced
the renewal of the Department of Veterans Affairs’
mission statement as, “Fulfilling President Lincoln’s
promise to care for those who have served in our
nation’s military and for their families, caregivers,
and survivors” (DVA Mission, 2025). America and its
states are not relieved of this sacred promise and
our corresponding mission to fulfill said promise
when a veteran commits a crime. By denying such
veterans individual consideration and care, we are
collectively compromising public safety.

Specifically, this paper intends to advance Veterans
Treatment Courts (VTCs) as the most appro-
priate vehicle for allowing states to partner with the
federal government and facilitate the fulfilment of
our nation’s promise. According to the Council on
Criminal Justice, “recent studies show that approxi-
mately one-third of veterans report a history of arrest,
compared to one-fifth of the non-veteran population.”

VTCs serve to treat and rehabilitate rather than incar-
cerate offending and convicted veterans (orak, 2023).
Through VTCs and through implementing legislation
that standardizes the operations thereof, states must
work in coordination with the federal government so
that VTCs are developed and maintained to ensure
that 1) veteran consideration and care is a stan-
dardized, statewide component of criminal justice
processing through the passage of a Veterans Justice
Act (VJA); 2) that through state partnership with the
federal government and non-profits, multidisciplinary
programs and services are broadly available and
consistently delivered to bridge the broken continuity
of care for offending and incarcerated veterans; and
3) that state budgetary allocations allow jails and
prisons to standardize and expand coordination with
VJO Specialists and Veterans Pods? which initiate and
sustain the communal healing process for confined
veterans.

As with any court-based program that is aimed at
specifically protecting a portion of the general popu-
lation, an introduction to the special considerations
for the population subject to the jurisdiction thereof
is a good starting point for discussion. VTCs, similar
to other specialty courts like drug and mental health
courts, exist to provide specialized treatment-ori-
ented solutions to criminal defendants who have
unique conditions that mitigate their criminal culpa-
bility (KYCOJ, 2025). VTCs provide court-supervised
treatment as an alternative to incarceration for
veterans whose criminal behavior sometimes stems
from complex traumatic experiences encountered
during military service (KYCOJ, 2025). By allowing for
an alternative to incarceration, VTCs enable veterans
to continue to receive disability benefits and care for
their ongoing conditions while avoiding federal rules
and departmental policies that would otherwise
terminate or reduce benefits and care upon incar-
ceration.

1 During his second inaugural address on March 4, 1865, President Abraham Lincoln discussed the Civil War and the hardship it
brought to the country. Lincoln’s solution to begin reconciliation and recovery began with the notion that “ ... to care for him who
shall have borne the battle and for his widow, and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace
among ourselves and with all nations.” This phrase has been the motto of the Department of Veteran's Affairs since 1959 (U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs, Mental lliness Research, Education, and Clinical Center, n.d.).

2 Veterans Pods are “A prison unit where incarcerated veterans are housed together, implementing Veteran-specific programming
and allowing for growth and camaraderie” (University of Baltimore School of Law Veterans Law Clinic, 2023).
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Criminal justice-related challenges faced by
veterans of war are not unique to those who have
engaged in 2Ist century warfare; they are not
exclusively the product of modern environmental
influences on an all-volunteer force; and they are
not a recent discovery provided by technological
advancements in human behavioral research. War
is often ugly, but rarely criminal. When it becomes
the latter, the emotional responses of those
employing force are said to have dulled to such an
extent that the violence they enacted was limited
only by the limits of force itself (Wasserstrom, 1970).
Such an emotional disconnect between perception
and action can be the result of heightened cognitive
resilience and may be of considerable value in war,
but in civil society, it has little to no value (Flood &
Keegan, 2022).

Veterans are not necessarily unique in terms of the
trauma and adversity they are exposed to in life, but
they differ drastically with respect to the frequency
of said exposures, the preconditioning and disci-
pline they receive in advance of such exposures, and
the cultural expectations and reward systems for
demonstrating endurance and resilience despite the
cumulative effect of such exposures. In service, the
range of traumatic experiences that a veteran might
endure include but are not limited to: combat-ex-
posure, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), trau-
matic brain injury, substance use disorder, moral
injury?, and military sexual trauma (Seamone, 2024).
Additionally, when these same veterans interact with
the criminal justice system, they are found to have
been almost twice as likely as their civilian counter-
parts to have endured adverse childhood experi-
ences (ACEs) prior to their military service, and were
twice as likely as their civilian cellmates to have
experienced homelessness and housing instability
on the back end of confinement (Seamone, 2024).
In summary, while research is beginning to inform
policy makers’ appreciation of individual veteran

risk factors for criminal justice encounters, greater
complexity lies ahead, as it has not yet begun to
examine how desirable and acceptable military
behaviors can detrimentally impact a veteran's
successful assimilation into civilian society.

Despite a wealth of research examining military
culture and society, much of it fails to examine the
adverse effects of rigid and absolute conformity
to standards and expectations, of discipline that is
consistently applied individually but often incon-
sistently applied collectively, and of an ingrained
selflessness that perpetually subordinates and
suppresses individual desires to advance a politi-
cally shifting collective good (Joseph et al, 2022).
While these aspects of military culture and society
successfully condition and therefore produce
wonderfully trained, high performing, and incredibly
resilient military members, they can also cause great
difficulty as those same members attempt to reenter
civilian society. A sizeable population of veterans
who leave service find themselves more likely to
encounter the criminal justice system (at least in
part) because they are intolerant when it comes
to behavioral expectations of fellow civilians, they
are inclined to hastily resolve matters and conflicts
outside of acceptable civilian processes, and they
remain convinced that even if they are engaged in
criminal conduct, they are justified in doing so for
the greater good (Grossman, 2009). However, poli-
cymakers must be reminded and move forward with
legislation that reflects what behavioral science has
repeatedly demonstrated—veterans are capable of
rehabilitating and learning prosocial behaviors to
successfully reenter society (Grossman, 2009).

In order for states to adequately address the dispro-
portionate representation of America’s veterans
in their criminal justice systems and to counter the
individual, familial, and public safety risk they may
pose, states must leverage existing best practices

3 “Moral injury is the damage done to one’s conscience or moral compass when that person perpetrates, witnesses, or fails to
prevent acts that transgress one’s own moral beliefs, values, or ethical codes of conduct. Within the context of military service,
particularly regarding the experience of war, “moral injury” refers to the lasting emotional, psychological, social, behavioral, and
spiritual impacts of actions that violate a service member’s core moral values and behavioral expectations of self or others” (The

Moral Injury Project, n.d.).
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and pass a VJA that standardizes the operations of
VTCs, must formalize partnership agreements with
the federal government and non-profits to source
multidisciplinary teams that provide treatment-rele-
vant programming and services to veterans granted
detention alternatives, and must fund the standard-
ization and expansion of Veterans Pods in jails and
prisons for the veterans who are not eligible for VTCs.

VETERANS AND THEIR FAMILIES

The Criminal Consequences of Dulling
Emotional Responses

Military training and experiences often stand as the
high watermarks of achievement in the lives of those
who have served. In the aftermath of service, just as
veterans may healthily rely upon the positive lessons
learned during those military victories and apply the
same to succeed in civilian life, the opposite can
also occur. Veterans may unhealthily fixate on their
past training and experience victories as exhibiting
a greatness that is no longer realistic, achievable, or
replicable. Such a deleterious process is repeated
all over this country by struggling service members
whose complex traumas remain untreated and can
result in behavioral problems, ranging from dull
emotional responses and an illogical dissatisfaction
with civilian life on the least severe end of the spec-
trum, to criminal and suicidal behavior on the oppo-
site end (Joseph et al, 2022).

When emotional responses are dulled or numbed
(a core symptom of PTSD), emotions are similarly
deregulated or unstable (Brenner, 2024). These
sudden shifts between positive and negative
emotions can cause individual suffering and destroy
personal and professional relationships (Brenner,
2024). The detrimental impact that these behavioral
problems have upon those who love and interact
with our veterans is extraordinarily consequential—
family, friends, caregivers, and neighbors are often
those who suffer alongside or may be unintentionally
victimized by our veterans. Not feeling emotions,
remaining unaware of emotions, or inappropriately
experiencing heightened or lessened arousal
increases the likelihood of regrettable conduct
(Brenner, 2024).
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The Risk of Substance Abuse

Approximately 11% of veterans who visit a Depart-
ment of Veterans Affairs-run medical facility for the
first time have a substance use disorder (SUD) (Miller,
2024). A SUD is a medical term used to describe a
pattern of using a substance that causes signifi-
cant problems or distress (Johns Hopkins Medicine,
n.d.). Various aspects contribute to substance use,
including mental health disorders, coping with read-
justing to civilian life, and managing pain (Teeters
et al, 2017). This also includes exposure to environ-
mental stressors while serving, such as deployments
and combat exposure, which can lead to PTSD and
depression (Teeters et al, 2017). A national study
revealed that 44.6% of individuals with lifetime PTSD
also met the criteria for a SUD diagnosis (Norman
et al, n.d.). Even though PTSD and SUDs manifest in
different ways, it is shown that, on average, individ-
uals who are diagnosed with both have additional
psychiatric problems and more functional problems
across multiple areas of life, including legal, finan-
cial, and social (Norman et al, n.d.). The military’s
zero-tolerance drug policies and random drug tests
that are enacted to deter substance use during
service can also discourage veterans who need
treatment from seeking it even long after retirement
(NIH, 2019). In addition, research shows that SUD
and general substance use are associated with 2
to 3.5 times greater odds of arrest among veterans
(Orak, 2023). So, not only do veterans have a higher
propensity to develop SUD, but due to the stigma
associated with seeking treatment, they are less
likely to get treatment and more likely to get arrested
because of it. A 2017 study found that only 7.72% of
veterans with SUDs received adequate treatment for
their condition and only 6.58% of veterans received
an adequate dose of PTSD-related treatment
(Hernandez & McCauley, 2021). This makes Veterans
Treatment Courts a viable alternative for veterans
who are arrested because of a SUD.

In summary, even though veterans disproportion-
ately live childhoods that predispose them to crim-
inal behavior (Blosnich, 2014), and once confined,
suffer to such an extent that they disproportion-
ately experience substance use, homelessness, or
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housing instability, they are not beyond the salva-
tion of responsible policymakers. The outright denial
of earned veteran benefits—because such benefits
become difficult to deliver upon arrest or incarcer-
ation—betrays our nation’s sacred promise, ignores
the reality of war’s effect on the warfighter, and does
not serve to further individual, familial, or public
safety. Further, such a denial has no legitimate basis
in the law and remains the effect of a 1999 admin-
istrative rule change at the Department of Veterans
Affairs (DVA) (2024), while programming in state
criminal justice systems that might otherwise allow
for the continuity of veteran consideration and
care serves to sustain the problem. Solutions to this
problem, set in the form of public policy, are what
this paper aims to discuss and promote.

THE CONCEPT AND STRUCTURE OF
VETERANS TREATMENT COURTS

Overview of Veterans Treatment Courts

VTCs offer treatment services for SUDs and/or
mental health disorders rather than incarceration.
These programs are modeled after existing drug or
mental health treatment courts that were estab-
lished to help people with substance use disorders
and/or mental health disorders to receive short-
term or long-term rehabilitation treatment rather
than just jail time, which does not address the under-
lying issues that contributed to the illegal behavior.
Eligibility requirements for VTCs vary depending on
the state (Miller, 2024).

The first VTC was founded by the Honorable Robert
Russell in Buffalo, New York, in January 2008. The
structure of a VTC is like that of drug treatment and
mental health courts in that they involve coopera-
tion and collaboration with court officials, commu-
nity partners, and law enforcement. The goal is to
connect eligible veterans with benefits and treat-
ment earned through military service (All Rise,
2025).

There are 10 key components to any Veterans Treat-
ment Court:

1. VTCs integrate alcohol and drug treatment and
mental health services with justice system case
processing.

2. Using a non-adversarial approach, prosecution
and defense counsel promote public safety
while protecting participants’ due process
rights.

3. Eligible participants are identified early and
promptly placed in the VTC program.

4. VTCs provide access to a continuum of alcohol,
drug, mental health, and other related treat-
ment and rehabilitation services.

5. Abstinence is monitored by frequent alcohol
and other drug testing.

6. A coordinated strategy governs VTC responses
to participants’ compliance.

7. Ongoing judicial interaction with each veteran is
essential.

8. Monitoring and evaluation measure the
achievement of program goals and gauge
effectiveness.

9. Continuing interdisciplinary education promotes
effective VTC planning, implementation, and
operations.

10. Forging partnerships among VTCs, veterans
administrations, public agencies, and
community-based organizations generates
local support and enhances VTC effectiveness.

The number of VTCs has since grown to over 600 in
the United States as of 2021, with much of that expan-
sion taking place since 2016 (Alicea-Lozada, 2024).
However, the eligibility requirements for participating
in VTCs vary depending on location. Some courts will
accept veterans charged with a misdemeanor or
felony, while others will accept only one or the other.
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In addition, not all courts accept veterans who have
been charged with a violent crime or with domestic
violence, although some courts do (Tsai et al, 2018).

Most importantly, veterans are given the choice to
participate in the treatment court and must be willing
to do so. The VA has a Veterans Justice Outreach
(VJO) program that can help determine if a veteran
is eligible and assist them in enrolling in a VTC (U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs, 2025).

The Ideal Candidate for VTC

The ideal candidate for a VTC is not terribly different
than the ideal candidate for any non-veteran diver-
sionary program. However, the ideal candidates for
VTCs are veterans, which means categorically that
they have lived for some period of time wherein they
were forced to place the welfare of others above
their own. Individually, these veterans are vastly
different from one another. It is often the fact that
the most diverse communities within states across
America are found in military communities: people
who may never have otherwise chosen to live near
one another are brought together by service. These
veterans come from all socioeconomic back-
grounds, are often educated and highly skilled,
may or may not have immediate families, and may
leave the service for all sorts of opportunities, while
others leave in disgrace. In short, the criminal deci-
sion that lands a veteran in consideration for a VTC,
which regularly calls for their exhibition of selfishness
and impulsivity, is often one that they have been
trained to avoid by selfless service and discipline.
Resurrecting and again harnessing those previously
learned traits, while ridding the veteran of distrac-
tions therefrom (namely, substance use and other
comprehensive healthcare), is exactly what a VTC
experience intends to effect.

More specifically, anideal VTC candidate is a veteran
who satisfies an undesirable but all too common
trifecta: first and foremost, the candidate must be
a veteran; second, they must be a veteran who
exhibits mental or physical symptoms of a condition

from their service; and third, such mental or physical
symptoms are those that could have contributed to
their criminal conduct (ALEC, VJA, 2024).

Determining “Veteran Status” should be navigated
based on clearly defined, objective criteria; however,
it is anything but. In fact, there is no common defini-
tion used by federal and state authorities or agencies
(seamone, 2023). Such an inability to consistently
define veterans makes them difficult to identify
and adversely effects their receipt of necessary
medical and mental health care and other benefits,
long prior to any interaction with the justice system.
Thereafter, once they are called to face the criminal
consequences of their actions, identification issues
further prohibit them from accessing criminal justice
and corrections programming that is intended to
address veteran-specific needs.

While it is true that many veterans can self-identify
by presenting a “veterans ID card” that uses the
Veteran’s Department of Defense identification
number as a member ID and is issued by the DVA,
many others cannot. And for a portion of those who
could present such a card, they will choose not to for
fear of losing earned benefits that are providing for
their families, while others will opt not to identify out
of shame?* (Seamone, 2023).

Regardless of how we get to the determination of
a veteran’s bona fides, the second qualifier for the
ideal VTC candidate is one who is suffering from a
SUD, military sexual trauma (MST), traumatic brain
injury (TBI), PTSD, or another mental health condi-
tion that is related to the veteran’s service. These
conditions are the real unintended consequences
of military service and often can defeat a veter-
an’s best efforts to successfully adapt to civilian life,
especially when such conditions are left untreated or
are treated with criminal behaviors like illegal drug
use and legal drug abuse. Untreated or improperly
treated trauma can yield an extremely problematic
veteran who is potentially a threat to themselves and
the community as they are simultaneously suffering

4 This non-reporting segment of the incarcerated veteran population may be as high as two out of three.
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from both SUD and one or more other mental health
conditions (Holliday, 2023). Applying the trifecta, the
ideal candidate for a VTC is one of these suffering
veterans as soon as he or she has committed a
qualifying criminal offense.

Programmatic Legislation

At the federal level, the passage of the Veterans
Treatment Court Coordination Act of 2019 (Public Law
116-153) empowers the Attorney General to develop
and implement the Veterans Treatment Court Grant
Program, overseen by the Bureau of Justice Assis-
tance (BJA, 2023). Through this program, state, local,
and tribal governments receive grants and technical
support to establish and maintain VTCs. Addition-
ally, proposed legislation like H.R. 886 is set further
to support ongoing development and sustainability
(Congressional Budget Office, 2020).

Many states have stepped up to promote VTCs
(Executive Office of the President, 2010). Nevada
passed AB 187 in 2009, which mandates that
courts inquire about defendants’ military service
and authorizes district courts to create treatment
programs for veterans and military members. This
law allows justice and municipal courts in Nevada
to transfer cases to district courts, streamlining
veterans’ access to these vital programs (Nev. AB.
187,2009). Alsoin 2009, Texas enacted Senate Bill 1940,
establishing a solid framework for specialty courts
for veterans under Chapter 617 of the Texas Health
and Safety Code. This law ensures that veterans
facing service-related conditions like PTSD or TBI
can access these courts, with the opportunity for
charges to be dismissed upon successful program
completion (Marchman, 2012).

Colorado passed House Bill 10-1104 in 2010, which
laid the groundwork for VTC programs throughout
judicial districts (HB 10-1104, 2010, pp. 1-3). The state
legislature then passed House Bill 21-1016 in 202],
which facilitated case transfers to jurisdictions with
veterans’ specialty courts (SB 21-016, 2021, pp. 1-3).
In addition, the 2022 Colorado Code empowers
chief judges to collaborate with local stakeholders,

enabling them to tailor VTC programs to the unique
needs of their communities (Justio, 2022).

Other states like California, Minnesota, and New
Hampshire have passed legislation that permits
judges to order treatment instead of prison for
veterans suffering from combat-related mental
health disorders:

. California: A.B.1925 (AB 1925, 2010, pp. 1-18)

«  California: PEN 1170.9 (California Legislative Infor-
mation, 2019)

« Minnesota: S. 609.1056 (Minnesota Revisor of
Statutes, n.d.)

«  New Hampshire: H.B. 1589 (BillTrack50, n.d.)

Most recently, in 2024, Nebraska passed legislation
aimed at diverting veterans with service-related
conditions away from incarceration and into special-
ized treatment programs. Signed by Governor Jim
Pillen, this law emphasizes alternatives to prosecu-
tion and targets conditions like PTSD that may lead to
criminal behavior (Council on Criminal Justice, 2024).

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: VETERAN
TREATMENT COURTS IN KENTUCKY VS.
NORTH CAROLINA

Overview of VTC Systems in Kentucky

Kentucky is home to two major military installations,
an Army ammunition manufacturing depot, a large
regional training center for National Guard units, and
a number of Army and Air National Guard bases of
operations. These installations and units provide
over 38,000 jobs and make the military Kentucky’s
largest employer (KCMA, 2016). This robust military
presence provides opportunities for servicemem-
bers and civilian government employment, and
causes almost 300,000 veterans, or 7% of the state’s
population, to call the Commonwealth home (DVA
State Summary). Although precise statistics are not
available for veterans currently confined in Kentucky
prisons and jails, dated assessments by the U.S.
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https://counciloncj.org/suicide-among-justice-involved-veterans-understanding-risk-and-meeting-needs/
https://bja.ojp.gov/program/veterans-treatment-court-program/overview
https://www.cbo.gov/publication/56070
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/ondcp/Fact_Sheets/veterans_treatment_courts_fact_sheet_12-13-10.pdf
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Statutes/75th2009/Stats200902.html
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/Statutes/75th2009/Stats200902.html
https://www.texasbar.com/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Texas_Bar_Journal&Template=/CM/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=19656
https://www.leg.state.co.us/clics/clics2010a/csl.nsf/fsbillcont3/12F20F4D87558DB3872576A80027AE89?open&file=1104_enr.pdf
https://leg.colorado.gov/sites/default/files/2021a_1016_signed.pdf
https://law.justia.com/codes/colorado/2022/title-13/article-5/part-1/section-13-5-144/
http://www.leginfo.ca.gov/pub/09-10/bill/asm/ab_1901-1950/ab_1925_cfa_20100412_110606_asm_comm.html
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PEN&sectionNum=1170.9.
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=PEN&sectionNum=1170.9.
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/609.1056
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/609.1056
https://www.billtrack50.com/billdetail/1655500
https://counciloncj.org/nebraska-enacts-landmark-law-to-steer-troubled-veterans-away-from-incarceration-and-into-treatment/
https://kcma.ky.gov/Documents/Economic Importance of Military in KY.pdf
https://www.datahub.va.gov/stories/s/State-Summaries_Kentucky/fbhj-bg8n/
https://www.datahub.va.gov/stories/s/State-Summaries_Kentucky/fbhj-bg8n/

Department of Justice determined that veterans are
incarcerated at a rate of 855 per 100,000, meaning
that over 2,500 of Kentucky’'s veterans are likely
carceral residents of the Commonwealth (DOJ,
2015).

In Kentucky, VTCs offer veterans with open criminal
cases a specialized treatment-oriented solution (KY
Courts, 2025). Kentucky VTCs currently operate in
seven counties: Jefferson, Christian, Fayette, Hardin,
Kenton, Boone, and Campbell (KY Courts, 2025).
Although veterans can be referred for consideration
to VTCs by judges, prosecutors, defense attorneys,
probation officers, pretrial officers, VJO coordinators,
or a VTC team member, they must be in a military
duty status, have had an honorable discharge, or
be qualified for services from the Veterans Benefits
Administration (KY Circuit Judges Association, 2025).
The overwhelming majority of veteran arrestees and
veteran criminal defendants in Kentucky are identi-
fied through law enforcement or a corrections query,
or as a part of pre-trial services managed by the
Kentucky Administrative Office of the Courts. These
queries are performed using the Veterans Reentry
Search Services, which allows law enforcement,
corrections, and other criminal justice entities to
identify veterans in their arrestee, inmate, or defen-
dant populations (VRSS, 2010).

Specifically, combining lessons learned from the
Commonwealth’s other Specialty Courts (i.e., Drug
Court and Mental Health Court), Kentucky veterans
with qualifying cases are offered court-supervised
treatment that can last as long as 24 months as a
detention alternative program (KY Courts, 2025). The
minimum timelines for completion range from 15
months for misdemeanor participants to 18 months
for felony participants (KY VTC Participant HB, 2023).
Each individual VTC program may have different
goals withinthe unique case planfor the participating
veteran, but all have the same five phases: 1) Stabili-
zation; 2) Treatment Stabilization; 3) Social Develop-
ment; 4) Self-Motivational; and 5) Continuing Care
(Ky VTC Participant HB, 2023). Progression, suspen-
sion, incentives, sanctions, therapeutic adjustments,
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separation, completion, and creditable time are
judicial determinations, wherein judges exercise
discretion that is informed by the multidisciplinary
team of court staff, prosecutors, defense attorneys,
treatment and other service providers, probation,
law enforcement, volunteer veteran peer mentors,
and representatives from the U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs (KY VTC Participant HB, 2023). Upon
successful completion of all five phases of the VTC,
graduating veterans must also have: 1) satisfacto-
rily paid restitution; 2) have no pending charges; 3)
paid all court costs, fines, and fees as determined by
the judge; and 4) remained drug and alcohol free for
at least 90 to 180 consecutive days during phases
4 and 5 (KY VTC Participant HB, 2023). Assuming
Kentucky veterans achieve these milestones, their
sentencing judge may exercise one or more of the
following three options: “(1) Dismiss the underlying
charge(s) if the participant was on diversion, but
only when restitution, if any, has been paid in full;
(2) Modify the probated sentence to be condition-
ally discharged, but only when restitution, if any,
has been paid in full; or (3) Enter an order resolving,
dismissing, or disposing of a contempt charge” (KY
VTC Participant HB, 2023).

Kentucky’'s VTC Participant Handbook hails VTCs
as “a shining example of Kentucky’'s success in
Specialty Courts, which gives eligible participants
the opportunity to make positive changes in their
lives. Instead of spending time in jail, participants
complete an intensive community supervision
program overseen by a judge” (KY VTC Participant
HB, 2023, p. 1). In seizing the opportunity provided by
VTCs, Kentucky participants demonstrate a desire
“to improve [their] life by working closely with the
treatment team to achieve [their] recovery godls,
develop job skills, connect to available treatment
services, rebuild family and community ties, live a
drug and crime free life, stabilize [their] living situa-
tion, and reconnect with positive Veteran peers” (KY
VTC Participant HB, 2003, p. 1).


https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/vpj1112.pdf
https://bjs.ojp.gov/content/pub/pdf/vpj1112.pdf
https://kycircuitcourts.com/veterans-treatment-court/
https://vrss.va.gov/
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Pages/Veterans-Treatment-Court.aspx
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf
https://www.kycourts.gov/Court-Programs/Specialty-Courts/Documents/Veterans_Treatment_Court_Participant_Handbook_Interactive.pdf

Overview of VTC Systems in North Carolina
North Carolina has one of the largest military foot-
prints of any state in the country, representing three
out of the four branches of service, and is home to
twelve military bases (North Carolina Department of
Military and Veterans Affairs, n.d.). Veterans account
for only approximately 9.8% of the total population of
North Carolina but account for 18-20% of all home-
less individuals in North Carolina. According to the
Veterans Life Center of North Carolina, more than
2,589 veterans are currently incarcerated in North
Caroling, of which some 22.7% are likely 2Ist century
veterans (Veterons Life Center of North Caroling,
n.d.).

In North Carolina, VTCs are in place to “work with mili-
tary service veterans with a substance use, mental
health, or co-occurring disorder (North Carolina
Judicial Branch, n.d.). VICs are operational in four-
teen North Carolina counties (North Carolina Judicial
Branch, n.d.).

North Carolina has adopted other types of treatment
courts in addition to VTCs. As of February 2024, there
are a total of 65 treatment courts serving 35 North
Carolina counties (North Carolina Judicial Branch,
2024). In May 2024, North Carolina Chief Justice Paul
Newby proclaimed May as “Treatment Court Month”
for the North Carolina Judicial Branch. During the
month of May, North Carolina Treatment Courts,
including VTCs, will join similar programs nation-
wide in celebrating National Treatment Court Month.
Newby cited, “There are more than 4,000 treatment
courts in the United States, annually serving more
than 150,000 people. Since 1989, treatment courts
have served more than 1.5 million people nationwide
and saved billions of tax dollars” (North Carolina
Judicial Branch, 2024).

North Carolina VTCs are post-plea, pre-sentence
courts. In Randolph County, NC, a VTC is a

Voluntary (voluntarily entered into by the vet-
eran), 16—24-month court-supervised, intensive
treatment program for U.S. Military veterans and
active duty military members charged with felo-
ny or misdemeanor nonviolent criminal offens-
es who have substance use dependence and/
or mental health ilinesses. The District Attorney’s
Office will assess potential participants to place
on a specialized criminal court docket. The court
substitutes a problem-solving model focused
on treatment. Successful program completion
means the charges are reduced or dropped as
agreed upon in the court order. (North Carolina
Judicial Branch Randolph County, n.d.)

According to the Randolph County Sheriff's Office
(North Carolina Judicial Branch Randolph County,
n.d.), individuals are eligible for a VTC if they meet
the following criteria:

+ Honorable, general (under honoroble), general
(under other than honorable, bad conduct
discharge).

« Atleast1day of active service after boot camp
OR be eligible for disability and/or health care
benefits from the VA.

«  Class H/I felonys or lower or can plea down to a
H/I felony or lower.

« Other stipulations are deemed appropriate by
the judge/DA.

Once the veteran is in the Randolph County VTC, the
VTC can assist with:

+  Employment

« Housing

+  Battle buddy/military mentor
« Counseling

5 Class H felonies in North Carolina carry a maximum punishment of 39 months imprisonment and include offenses such as assault
by strangulation, embezzlement under $100,000, and larceny of property exceeding $1,000. Class | felonies carry a maximum
punishment of 24 months imprisonment and include offenses such as breaking or entering motor vehicles, forgery, and possession
of cocaine (North Carolina Sentencing and Policy Advisory Commission, 2017).
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https://www.milvets.nc.gov/benefits-services/military-bases-north-carolina
https://www.milvets.nc.gov/benefits-services/military-bases-north-carolina
https://vlcnc.org/the-situation/
https://vlcnc.org/the-situation/
https://www.nccourts.gov/courts/recovery-courts/veterans-treatment-court
https://www.nccourts.gov/courts/recovery-courts/veterans-treatment-court
https://www.nccourts.gov/courts/recovery-courts/veterans-treatment-court
https://www.nccourts.gov/courts/recovery-courts/veterans-treatment-court
https://www.nccourts.gov/news/tag/press-release/chief-justice-paul-newby-proclaims-may-2024-as-treatment-court-month-for-the-north-carolina-judicial-branch
https://www.nccourts.gov/news/tag/press-release/chief-justice-paul-newby-proclaims-may-2024-as-treatment-court-month-for-the-north-carolina-judicial-branch
https://www.nccourts.gov/news/tag/press-release/chief-justice-paul-newby-proclaims-may-2024-as-treatment-court-month-for-the-north-carolina-judicial-branch
https://www.nccourts.gov/news/tag/press-release/chief-justice-paul-newby-proclaims-may-2024-as-treatment-court-month-for-the-north-carolina-judicial-branch
https://www.nccourts.gov/assets/documents/publications/Sample-list-2017.pdf
https://www.randolphcountync.gov/572/Veterans-Treatment-Court
https://www.randolphcountync.gov/572/Veterans-Treatment-Court
https://www.randolphcountync.gov/572/Veterans-Treatment-Court
https://www.randolphcountync.gov/572/Veterans-Treatment-Court

« Detox/substance abuse treatment (in/out
patient)

« Education

VA benefits

Other services as deemed appropriate (North Caro-
lina Judicial Branch Randolph County, n.d.).

VTCs in other North Carolina counties work similarly.
In Buncombe County, the VTC consists of five phases
totaling at least 16 months (Veterans Treatment
Court Buncombe County, North Caroling, n.d.).

Comparative Analysis: Kentucky and North
Carolina

VTCs in both Kentucky and North Carolina serve as
alternative, treatment-oriented judicial pathways for
justice-involved veterans. While their structures and
underlying goals are comparable, key distinctions
in eligibility criteria, judicial discretion, and veteran
inclusion reveal significant differences in how the
two states address justice-involved veterans’ needs.

Though called veterans treatment courts, the courts
do not serve all persons who have served in the
military. Some VTCs require service in an “active”
as opposed to a reserve or state guard status,
while others require the member’s service to have
ended with a certain category of discharge (e.g.,
Honorable; General, under Honorable Conditions;
Other than Honorable Conditions; Bad-Conduct
Discharge; and Dishonorable Discharge). Mean-
while, if VTCs use federal law as a guidepost, they will
be strictly limited to those members who meet all of
the requirements of the federal definition of “veter-
an.”® The only requirement in North Carolina is that
the defendant has prior military service. It is envi-
sioned that participating defendants who received
any discharge other than a dishonorable discharge
might, through volunteer counsel, be able to seek a
discharge upgrade, which could open the door to
additional benefits and services (Markham, 2014).

Compared to Kentucky, VTCs in North Carolina
have greater allowances for veterans who received
a discharge that is anything less than honorable.
Recall that Kentucky VTCs only allow for access to
VTCs for discharged veterans if their service was
determined to have been honorable. However, by
allowing veterans with benefits administered by the
VBA, Kentucky is allowing for select veterans with
lesser discharges to access VTCs, since the VBA
reviews qualifications for benefits on a case-by-
case basis (VA Character of Discharge Fact Sheet,
n.d.). Despite this VBA carveout, Kentucky veterans
likely have a lesser chance of accessing VTCs than
their North Carolina brothers and sisters-in-arms. As
far as statewide availability, judicial emphasis, multi-
disciplinary programmatic processes, and holistic
parameters of assistance, both Kentucky and North
Carolina VTCs seem analogous.

Lessons Learned

By categorically barring applicants with discharges
that are not honorable, states are potentially denying
veterans access to VTCs who were already punished
by the services at least in part for misconduct that
was related to SUD, MST, PTSD, TBI, or another mental
health condition. In other words, states are poten-
tially continuing to punish veterans rather than treat
them for service-caused or service-aggravated
illnesses and injuries.

This exclusionary approach fails to account for
the well-documented connection between mili-
tary service, trauma, and post-discharge (reentry)
behavioral health struggles. Many veterans who
received other than honorable discharges were
experiencing the effects of untreated service-re-
lated conditions at the time of their misconduct. As
a result, the discharge classification may reflect a
failure of the military system to address those condi-
tions appropriately, rather than a true indicator of
criminality or character.

6 See38U.5.C.8101(2) (requiring active military service and a discharge or release under conditions other than dishonorable).
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Denying these individuals access to VTCs risks
compounding that failure. Rather than offering a
rehabilitative path, the justice system may instead
reinforce cycles of instability, incarceration, and
social disconnection for veterans whose behavior
is better understood through a clinical, trauma-in-
formed lens. Furthermore, excluding veterans with
less than honorable discharges can create inequi-
ties in access to justice, disproportionately affecting
those most in need of intervention.

Several jurisdictions, like North Carolina, have recog-
nized this issue and have implemented more inclu-
sive eligibility standards. These models suggest that
it is both feasible and just to design VTC programs
that focus less on discharge status and more on
service history, clinical need, and the potential for
recovery. By doing so, courts are better positioned
to fulfill the core mission of VTCs: to honor mili-
tary service while acknowledging the realities of
service-related trauma.

As states continue to expand or refine their VTC
systems, this lesson should inform future policy-
making. A more flexible, trauma-informed, and
broad eligibility framework can ensure that VTCs
are accessible to the veterans who need them most,
regardless of the administrative label applied to
their discharge.

NATIONAL UTILIZATION OF VETERAN
TREATMENT COURTS

Overview of VTC Utilization Across the U.S.
According to the Department of Defense, it is esti-
mated that 200,000 service members return from
military service to civilian life each year (GAO, 2019).
Within the United States, there are over 600 VTCs to
serve this population (Alicea-Lozada, 2024).

While VTC utilization data is limited, the National
Treatment Court Resource Center has a table
showing the number of VTCs in each state and
the number of veterans in each state’s population
(National Treatment Court Resource Center, n.d.).
However, there is no data available on state-by-
state VTC utilization. This absence of reported data is

further indication of VTCs being ad hoc community
solutions (largely judicially managed), as opposed
to legislatively created solutions, which require
regular reporting and standardized replication of
best practices across counties.

Effectiveness of VTCs

In a 2017 survey conducted by the National Institute
of Corrections, it was found that out of the 79 VTCs
surveyed, just under half reported that their program
has not been formally evaluated, and that almost
one-third of VTCs do not track participants after
they have completed the program. There was also
found to be no systematic tracking of mentor rela-
tionships or anything to track mentor effectiveness
(Matto, 2017).

Although VTCs are fairly new, studies have shown that
they are effective (Tsai et al, 2018). Using national
data from 7,931 veterans in the DVA VJO program
across 115 VA sites who entered a VTC between 2011
and 2015, the study analyzed housing, employ-
ment, income, and criminal justice outcomes and
veteran characteristics linked to these outcomes.
On average, participants spent nearly a year in the
program, and 14% experienced a new incarceration.
From program admission to exit, 10% more partici-
pants secured their housing, 12% more received VA
benefits, but only 1% more were employed compared
to veterans who did not participate in VTCs (Tsai et
al, 2018).

In addition, it was found that only 20% of veterans
who participated received sanctions involving jail
time during the program. While involved in veterans
court, only 14% of veterans had a new incarceration,
compared to 23% to 46% of defendants in tradi-
tional court. Nearly 90% of veterans with co-occur-
ring post-traumatic stress disorder did not have any
other arrests while involved in treatment court (Tsai
et al, 2018).

Challenges, Gaps, and Opportunities

The primary challenges for states are twofold.
First, states can unintentionally place barriers to
individual veteran access as a result of limiting

TEXAS PUBLIC POLICY FOUNDATION | 13


https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-19-438r.pdf
https://ntcrc.org/maps/interactive-maps/veteran-data-table/
https://ntcrc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Veterans_Treatment_Courts_Identifying_Key_Findings_From_a_Collaborative_Survey.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28733771/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28733771/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28733771/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28733771/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28733771/

VTC participation to select characterizations of
discharge, as opposed to developing their own
statutory definition of a qualified veteran for VTC
purposes. Second, states tend to have inconsis-
tent and often inadequate screening and reporting
mechanisms that provide notification of arrest and/
or confinement of a veteran to a VTC team member,
like a VJO Specialist.

Gaps are present in utilization, both of resources
available and by those who are in need of access
to those resources. Kentucky and North Carolina are
two states with successful VTC programs, and their
successes are largely the product of extraordinarily
supportive volunteer judges, private sector program
sponsors, and non-profit and volunteer support. That
being said, there is certainly excess capacity when it
comes to what each state is capable of providing.
On the demand side of the equation, there are a
number of qualified veterans who, some by their own
refusal to provide information and others by virtue
of inadequate identification, do not participate in
VTCs. Failing to qualify is on both the veteran who
received a certain characterization of service and
on the legislature for too narrowly constraining the
definition of veteran or qualifying offenses. Failing to
identify is largely on the Administrative Offices of the
Courts, law enforcement, and the DVA.

Improving relevant definitions of “veteran” such that
eligibility for VTCs is expanded, and standardizing
interoperability among systems and procedures
(largely software systems like VRSS) that facilitate
early identification of veterans are keys to aligning
supply and demand and achieving optimal VTC utili-
zation. Passage of a VJA allows states to overcome
barriers to qualification and identification and trig-
gers regular reporting requirements to optimally align
and program abundant resources with unmet needs.

THE CASE FOR NATIONAL CONSISTENCY
IN VETERANS TREATMENT COURTS

Policy Recommendations

In examining VTCs and related policy, these authors
and their research recommend lawmakers engage
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in comprehensive data gathering and assessment of
veteran offender populations, veteran identification
and eligibility standards by offender and offense, VTC
programming resources and participation rates, and
VTC outcomes. Only then can lawmakers reason-
ably consider shaping a VJA to meet the specific
needs of their constituents. Recognizing that a VJA
may standardize processes that identify veterans,
establish VTC access to eligible veterans, and serve
as the coordination and reporting requirement for
VTC outcomes, if data warrants, states should also
consider the funding of Veterans Pods in jails and
prisons. In addition, states should also consider
options for software integrations that further coor-
dination between law enforcement, AOC, members
of the criminal justice system, and state and federal
benefits agencies.

Any jurisdiction considering VTC-related policy
changes must gather data that will inform such
decisions, as all meaningful public policy changes
begin in the orderly world of analysis (Kamarck, 2013).
By gathering data from tremendously successful
programs (like many operating in North Caroling,
Kentucky, and several other stqtes), lawmakers can
begin to examine best practices, comparatively
assess programs, and draft legislation that includes
what is working best in adjacent states without detri-
mentally impacting or overlooking current in-state
successes.

From state to state and even within states, veteran
populations are fluid. Most often, these populations
are shifting as a result of DoD or service-directed
realignments that relocate forces and equipment,
favorable changes in tax treatment and other
state-issued benefits for military members and
retirees, or may be influenced by emerging opportu-
nities for employment that bridge or build upon the
skills that veterans learned in service. Regardless of
what brings military servicemembers and veterans
to their individual state, lawmakers should be aware
of what an increase in this population may mean for
criminal justice systems.



In addition to appreciating potential growth caused
by military and veteran migration, lawmakers need
accurate numbers of VTC-eligible offenders, an
appreciation for how they are identified, and what
criteria makes them eligible or ineligible for VTCs.
Ideally, these participant data points will allow states
to adjust their systems to better identify veterans
from point arrest to pre-sentencing, and to ensure
that any related statutes do not unnecessarily restrict
VTC operations from being available to veterans by
characterization of discharge or type of offense.

Just as data collection assists lawmakers with devel-
oping identification systems and eligibility criteriq, it
will similarly assist them in setting the state’s baseline
standard for VTC operations. Mandatory reporting
on VTC operations and outcomes will allow legisla-
tures to review best practices within high-performing
jurisdictions, and through shared information and
lessons learned, it can resource and replicate those
successes in other jurisdictions. Lastly, state data
on VTC operations will allow for better-informed
requests for federal cooperation, resources, and the
potential funding of Veterans Pods for those veteran
offenders who must serve time behind bars.

Potential Barriers and Solutions

Eligibility requirements create barriers to those trying
to seek enrollment in VTCs. Eligibility requirements
vary by jurisdiction and may limit who can partici-
pate. For example, some courts only accept veterans
charged with nonviolent crimes (Craddock, 2022).
In addition, programs also require that the veteran
accepts the offer of entry into the program, which will
include participation in treatments and programs
that the workgroup deems necessary (Baldwin &
Rukus, 2015). There is also a discrepancy as to what
constitutes a “veteran.”

The Journal of Veterans Studies recommends
broadening the criteria for eligible offenses to solve
narrow eligibility regarding “veteran” status. Doing
so would expand the types of veterans who can
participate, increase awareness of VTCs, collaborate
with VA services to identify eligible veterans, and
advocate for legislative changes to define eligibility

requirements further. This would make the program
more accessible to a broader range of veterans
facing legal issues related to their service-con-
nected challenges (Moore, 2023).

The Council on Criminal Justice’'s Veterans Justice
Commission writes that many veterans are excluded
from veteran-specific programs because of vague
definitions and reliance on self-identification.
These programs include diversion options that
keep veterans out of incarceration, policies that
consider veteran status as a mitigating factor during
sentencing, and specialized services in jails and
prisons exclusively for veterans. Establishing a clear,
consistent definition of “veteran” within the criminal
justice system and a reliable process to verify
veteran status would ensure that more individuals
who served our country can access the treatments
and programs designed to address their unique
challenges (Seamone, 2023).

A second potential barrier to the establishment
of VTCs is cost. In North Carolina, VTCs have been
recipients of grants and other forms of funding to
help offset the costs of establishing and maintaining
these programs. North Carolina counties have
received various amounts of funding, including:

New Hanover County: Received a $350,000 grant
from the Department of Justice, dispersed over four
years. The county matched this grant by 25% (Willis,
2022).

Randolph County: Received $851,663 in Bureau of
Justice Assistance funds in 2023 to establish a VTC
(Randolph County, 2023).

Rockingham County: Received $900,000 in 2024
from the Bureau of Justice Assistance FY24 Veterans
Treatment Court Discretionary Grant Program (Rock-
ingham County, 2024).

Rowan County: Received $546,000 in federal funding

in 2024 through the FY24 appropriations legislation
passed in Congress (Rowan County, 2024).
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Another potential barrier to establishing VTCs is
treatment options and service delivery. According
to the Justice Community Opioid Innovation Network
Coordination and Translation Center, a recent study
where several team members from different VTCs
across the United States identified several chal-
lenges in service delivery, particularly concerning
veterans’ discharge status, which impacts access
to VA services (JCOIN CTC, 2024). The study also
highlighted the limited availability of residential
mental health and SUD services, compounded by
long waiting lists (Byrne et al, 2024). To address
these issues, they recommended developing veter-
ans-only transitional and long-term housing options,
as well as tailored mental health and SUD treatment
programs. Additionally, data siloing between the
court and the VA was noted as a barrier to informa-
tion sharing, thus hindering effective assessments of
VTC program effectiveness (Byrne et al, 2024).

CONCLUSION

Veteran Treatment Courts exist to address the
unique intersection between military service and
criminal justice involvement, offering a rehabilita-
tive alternative to incarceration for veterans whose
offenses are often linked to service-related condi-
tions such as PTSD, TBI, MST, and SUDs. These chal-
lenges are frequently compounded by pre-service
trauma and post-service reintegration difficulties,
placing veterans at a disproportionate risk for justice
involvement. VTCs operate by integrating treatment,
accountability, and support from multidisciplinary
teams to promote recovery and reduce recidivism.
While the model has shown promising outcomes
(such as improved housing stability, access to
benefits, and reduced reoffending), its effectiveness
is hampered by inconsistent eligibility criteria and a
lack of standardized best practices across jurisdic-
tions.
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Discrepancies in how states define “veteran” and
determine eligibility, especially regarding discharge
status, create significant barriers to access. Some
states, like North Carolina, take a more inclusive
approach, while others, like Kentucky, impose stricter
requirements that can exclude veterans in need of
support. Additional barriers, including fragmented
data systems, inadequate funding, and limited
service availability, further inhibit program reach and
impact. Addressing these issues through federal and
state legislative action, such as a Veterans Justice
Act, is essential to expanding access, standardizing
best practices, and ensuring that VTCs fulfill their
mission to treat rather than punish those who have
borne the invisible wounds of war.

VTCs represent one of the most promising innova-
tions in criminal justice reform, which is honoring
military service while pragmatically addressing the
unique challenges veterans face after returning to
civilian life. VTCs offer an opportunity to uphold the
nation’s sacred promise to its veterans by priori-
tizing treatment, especially when service-connected
trauma underlies criminal behavior. However, incon-
sistencies in eligibility criteria, discharge classifi-
cation policies, and access to care risk limiting the
positive influence of VTCs.

To fully realize the potential of VTCs, states must
move toward consistency and trauma-informed
practices. This can be mitigated by broadening the
definition of who qualifies as a veteran, increasing
collaboration across jurisdictions and government
agencies, and ensuring that veterans, regardless of
discharge status, have alternative options to incar-
ceration and programming that recognize their
unique needs.ll
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