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Good morning Senator Hickman, Representative Supica and the Honorable Members of 
the Veterans and Legal Affairs Committee. 

My name is Rebecca Cornell du Houx and I am here as the executive director of the Sisters 
in Arms Center, which provides support to women veterans and their children without 
homes. I am here in support of LD 662 “An Act to Fund Military Sexual Trauma Liaisons.” 

I have been in the military service both on active orders and National Guard for nearly 22 

years, initially as an engineer then as a medic and currently as a Behavioral Health Officer. 

I am a LCSW and have worked at the Veterans Health Administration, both in the homeless 
department and the mental health department as a therapist. None of my testimony 
reflects the views of the DOD or any other governmental organization. 

This is our third time trying to secure funding for unhoused women veterans, their children, 
and survivors of military sexual trauma. Last year, the previous funding bill LD 2263 

(original bill in 2023 was LD 1783) sailed through the house and senate and was funded off 
the Appropriations table but was never signed. 

I will be deploying overseas to provide mental health care to troops in the Middle East in a 

couple months. When this deployment opportunity came up, I had been hopeful that LD 
2263 would be funded, because I was worried about the stability of the organization while I 

am away. It was then that I first thought that maybe we should just close our doors. 

But it seems that any time I have that thought, the phone rings and a veteran is calling from 

their carwhile it's snowing out, tearful because they have no place to go; or a another call 

that veteran is fleeing a violent relationship with herfour kids and needed a safe place; or a 

veteran who was stranded in the emergency department with their dog because their pipes 
burst in the dead of winter. So, we won’t close but our organization’s future remains at risk 

and we are asking you to provide us with the funding necessary to grow into a fully 
operational organization. 

All of the data is there. We know this is an issue. Even though homelessness is decreasing 
with the veteran population we know it has increased with the women veteran population. 
We have narrowed it down and figured out that suicide in the women veteran population is



directly linked to a history of MST. We also know there has been a recent spike in suicide in 
the women veteran population. Additionally, women veterans who experienced MST are 
twice as likely to be homeless (Dept. of Veterans Affairs data). 

The building is there. The data is there. The need is evident. The community surrounding the 

veterans is strong and dedicated. Everything is there except the sustainable funding 

source, which is what we are reaching out to you for. LD 662 is vitally important to the 
future of the Sisters in Arms Center. It is the compassion demonstrated by the community 

that drives us to continue to do this often-difficult work. With proper funding, we can 
support not only the homeless female veterans, their children, and also all veterans 

suffering from MST. 

Thank you for your consideration of LD 662, I am happy to answer any questions. 

Data derived from the Dept. of Veteran Affairs research and is cited in other testimony: 

- Data: Children are a significant additional struggle for women veterans who are 
homeless- we are the only shelter that provides services exclusively for women 
veterans and their children in Maine 

- Data: 1 in 3 women veterans have experienced military sexualtrauma 
- Data: Women veterans who experienced MST are twice as likely to be homeless 
- Data: We have seen a recent spike in women veteran suicide largely associated 

with a history of MST (need for therapist) 
- 10,000 women veterans in the state of Maine



Maine's female veterans emphasize importance of 

Sisters in Arms Center amid funding struggles 
"We're always overlooked," Andrea Johnson said. She served 13 years in the Air Force 

and took to the Sisters in Arms Center for support after a traumatic assault. 

Author: Pearl Small Published: 7:49 PM EDTJune 10, 2024 

AUGUSTA, Maine —As a mom of four, nothing can get in the way of Andrea Johnson playing 
with her kids. A permanent shoulder injury she received during her 13 years in the Air Force 

is no exception to that rule. With the way she was swinging her daughter around, you 
wouldn't even be able to tell, but if you get a little closer, you can hear herwince. 

"| pick up a laundiy basket full of my kids‘ clothes and my arm gives out and I almost drop it 

on my daughter who's crawling around." The way she says it, makes it clear she's 

frustrated. 

Johnson stays strong, but her injury is debilitating and managing it is a struggle she faces 

every day. On top of this, an added struggle is revealed when she explains how she got the 

injury. it's not from combat or training, but rather from an assault she endured. 

in 2001," , Wa@s»dep1oyedl~in lraq, »Joh:n»san~says pounds 

Kevlar 

superior, assiulted ‘her. "He yanks the Kevlar gear over my shoulder and whipped me 
around because he didn't like the fact I walked away from him," Johnson said. 

Unfortunately, incidents like the ones Johnson described are far too common in the 
military. The statistics are staggering. In Maine, more than 40 percent of female veterans 

report experiencing military sexual harassment or military sexual trauma, according 

the Journal of Military~._\/eteran_,._<:1..Eisii Fam_iLy-i:iealti1. Nationally, it is about 1 in 3.



Johnson can see traces of the statistics in her own experiences. "ln my first year of the 
military, there were 15 female airmen in my unit. Eight of them were either physically

U assaulted or sexually assaulted that year, she said. 

The shoulder injury wasn't the only assault Johnson endured while serving, but it was the 
most significant one, and also left her with an emotional wound. "l was so emotionally 
drained and emotionally charged by dealing with mytraumas.“ 

Even years after leaving the service, Johnson continued to suffer. She had never truly 

processed what had happened and was struggling to cope with the mental toll it had taken 
on her. "You don't move on, you don't go through it, you experience it and it becomes a part 
of you." 

Johnson became homeless. She says, at that 
time, she had lost all hope for a better life. 

That is, until she was welcomed into the 
Sisters in Arms Center in Augusta, where 
Johnson says they gave her back nearly 

everything she had lost. "These women 
helped me get back to my husband and get 

back to my children." At the residential center, Johnson was able to find women who 
had gone through the same struggles, connect with them and work towards healing. 

“It my grief and my anxiety and my anger 

in happened to me,’ Johnson said. 

The residential center has been open since 2022, providing housing and help to struggling 

female veterans, many of whom have experienced physical or sexual trauma. "This is just a 

place for them to feel safe and connect with their sisters and then get back on their feet," 

Executive Director at the Sisters in Arms Center Rebecca Cornell du Houx said. 

Relatively new, the center is still finding its footing, and several challenges have popped up 

along the way. 

"Our biggest barrier right now is a 
Cornell du Houx said. The center relies mostly on 

volunteers, but because of that, they don't have anyone 

working there full time, which du Houx says is not 

Last October, during one of her lowest points,



sustainable. She says they experience a lot of delays when taking women in because they 
don t have someone available to watch over and support 

the amount, of wsmanvateraas ewe 

For those reasons, Cornell du Houx says the SIAC made efforts to gain funding for two full 

time positions. They received a sponsorfrom Democratic Representative Morgan Reilly 

who helped introduce LD 2263, a bill that would fund staffing for the SIAC. Those at the 
Sisters in Arms Center thought they were in the clear when the bill passed through the 

Maine House and Senate with flying colors, but then it hit a roadblock when it got to the 
Legislature‘s Appropriations and Financial Affairs Committee. 

"i. 
1: expect it to ,he_.suc_|g|,.~a 

Cornell du Houx said. 

in appropriations, they made adjustments, only approving 
funding for one full-time position. The bill was then sent back to the Legislature to be voted 

on again, but did not make it through the House in time before the legislative session 

ended. A spokesperson for the Legislature's House Democratic Office said the House did 
not put the bill up for a vote because the Governor had indicated she would not accept any 

additional bills on veto day. 

However, representatives for Gov. Mills say it was a legal decision made by the House 
Republican leader that stopped the bill. The Senate approved the bill on May 10, known as 

Veto Day and also the last day of the legislative session. The bill was then sent to the 

House, but because of timing, was not voted on. 

"The House Republican leader had informed the governor’s office that if the House was 

going to take up the bills passed by the Senate [including LD 2263], he would object to its 

doing so, which would raise serious legal questions about the Legislature's ability to enact 

bills on that day.“ 

Either way, Cornell du Houx believes if the bill had been seen from the right level of 

importance, passing it wouldn't have been so delayed in the first place. "if it didn't get into 

the budget and it didn't go through until the end, then it ultimately wasn‘t something that 
was a priority for them.“ 

The same feeling is felt by women like Johnson, who know what it's like to rely on the SlAC‘s 

care.



"We're always overlooked, a lot of people don't realize that. it makes me so angry because l 

served my country. I willingly signed my life away and the one trauma that stood out from 
my entire time being deployed was my assault." 

Rep. Reilly says he looks forward to wori<ing with colleagues, advocates, and Gov. Mills to 

secure this funding in the next legislative session, of 2025. Until then, in Arms 
Genter will to make do, wilt be but not 

impossible. "We don't reall*§(' ,h,v 8'liYi§\ i§fl,I and we/have an 

antigens" to fin it." 

Cornell du Houx is even leaving her currentjob to take up a full-time position at the center. 
it's a risk she's willing to tai<e, and with women lii<e Johnson around her, she's reminded 
everyday why it's so important. 

I m women, I m stronger by the organization, 
place to go to when Iswas at my lowest?‘ 
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