
Veterans Justice Outreach Toolkit: The Sequential Intercept Model

Intercept 2: Initial Detention & Court Hearings

Introduction: Intercept 2 focuses on diverting Veterans post-arrest from the criminal justice 
system to community-based treatment or assessing their eligibility for Veterans Treatment 
Courts (VTCs) during initial detention and court hearings. Key actors include law enforcement 
officers, jail intake personnel, public defenders, prosecutors, judges, and Veteran peers or 
volunteer mentors.

Veterans Justice Outreach (VJO) specialists, Veteran peers, or volunteer mentors can quickly 
engage justice-involved Veterans, connecting them to Veterans Affairs (VA) or local resources. 
Larger jurisdictions have found success by stationing peer specialists in arraignment courts, 
providing immediate support, and fostering a sense of camaraderie. This peer support increases 
the likelihood that Veterans will remain in treatment, attain sobriety, and successfully reintegrate into civilian life.

Timely identification of Veterans is crucial for appropriate diversion. Tools like the Status Query and Response Exchange 
System (SQUARES) and the Veterans Re-Entry Search Service (VRSS) are underutilized but powerful resources. 
Implementing these tools at jail intake or arraignment facilitates prompt connection to Veteran-specific programs.

In smaller communities, having on-site behavioral health or peer support staff at the courthouse may not be feasible. 
Establishing relationships such as Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) with local Certified Community Behavioral 
Health Clinics (CCBHCs) is recommended. CCBHCs are mandated to serve Veterans and can provide essential 
services, ensuring that justice‑involved Veterans have access to comprehensive care. Additionally, building a working 
relationship with your local VJO specialist and establishing clear referral pathways among the court, CCBHC, and VJO 
ensures that Veterans identified at initial detention, or the first hearing can be rapidly connected to VA or community 
resources, strengthening the support network, promoting rehabilitation, and reducing recidivism.

By integrating VJO specialists and Veteran peers, utilizing identification tools, and collaborating with CCBHCs, Intercept 
2 enhances the diversion process, ensuring Veterans receive the support they need during critical early stages of the 
justice process.
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Between 2000 and 2019, nearly 40% 
of suicides in local jails occurred 
within the first week of custody. 

In 2011–2012, 181,500 Veterans 
were incarcerated in state 
and federal prisons or local 
jails, representing 8% of all 
incarcerated individuals.1 
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In 2019, suicide was the leading 
cause of death in local jails, 
occurring at twice the rate of 
the general population.2 
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Policymakers

Advocate for funding and sustainment of Veteran-specific diversion programs that connect 
individuals from the legal system to appropriate VA and community-based treatment services. 

Strengths and Protective 
Factors for Suicide Prevention

•	 Veterans benefit from early identification  
and screening during initial detention, 
ensuring they receive timely assessments 
and referrals to diversion programs, 
reducing justice involvement.

•	 Access to VTCs provides structured 
support, including specialized mental 
health services, peer mentorship, and 
tailored treatment plans that promote 
rehabilitation and long-term stability for 
the population of focus.

•	 Collaboration among law enforcement, 
public defenders, and prosecutors can 
expand Veterans’ access to alternative 
sentencing options whereas VJO 
specialists help ensure connection to 
community-based resources that enhance 
protective factors.

Spotlight: Ocean County’s (NJ) Veterans Diversion Program

The Ocean County (New Jersey) Prosecutor’s Office launched its Veterans Diversion 
Program (VDP) in 2016 to support justice-involved Veterans with tailored treatment 
and supervision. Veterans are clinically evaluated and, if eligible, diverted into 
a treatment track supported by Bright Harbor Healthcare and VA. Participants 
receive peer support from Veteran mentors and, upon successful completion, 
may have their charges reduced or dismissed. Ocean County also operates a pre-
arrest component, allowing officers to refer Veterans to treatment before formal charges are filed, 
preventing involvement in the criminal justice system.

Recommendations

Suicide Prevention 
Opportunities Related to 
Intercept 2

•	 Early identification of Veterans in court 
and detention settings allows for timely 
connection to VJO specialists, VA services, 
peer support, and specialized community-
based services.

•	 Agencies should consider incorporating 
brief screening protocols for suicide 
risk and ensuring that warm handoff 
procedures to qualified clinicians are in 
place when individuals screen at elevated 
risk. This approach enhances protective 
factors and helps mitigate crisis or 
isolation among justice-involved Veterans.
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Criminal Justice System Professionals

Strengthen internal policies and training 
practices for identifying Veterans by 
consistently asking, “Have you ever served 
in the military?” at the point of encounter. 
Professionals should also connect with 
their local VJO specialist to build a working 
relationship and codevelop a response plan 
that ensures timely diversion to the most 
appropriate community resources. Other 
resources to facilitate Veteran identification 
include VRSS and SQUARES.

Community Members

Play a key role by supporting programs 
that help justice-involved Veterans access 
rehabilitation services in the community. 
Their advocacy helps ensure these 
initiatives are funded, implemented, and 
sustained. 

Related Resources

•	 Veterans Treatment Court Program
•	 Veterans Benefits Administration | U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
•	 Veterans Justice Outreach | U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
•	 Columbia-Suicide Severity Rating Scale
•	 Suicide Risk Management Consultation Program
•	 VA Legal Services for Veterans Programs | U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
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https://bja.ojp.gov/program/veterans-treatment-court-program/overview
https://benefits.va.gov/BENEFITS/factsheets/misc/JusticeInvolved.pdf
https://www.va.gov/homeless/vjo.asp
https://cssrs.columbia.edu/
https://www.mirecc.va.gov/visn19/consult/
https://www.va.gov/homeless/lsv.asp

