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Wounded Warrior Workforce Initiative a special gift to returning veterans
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California National Guard Specialist Alvin Ramlu works as a switchboard... ( Pauline Lubens )
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When they come, the attacks arise suddenly and out of nowhere, anxiety and depression striking Alvin Ramlu's world like thunder and lightning. "It can be anything," he says. "Loud noises. Somebody talking rude. Negative things really affect me. And I'm terrified of flying now."

Worst of all are the nights he awakens to find himself aggressively grabbing his wife, Alena, in his sleep. The battlefield in Afghanistan is no longer just a bad dream to Alvin Ramlu. It's so real it has climbed into his bed.

"Everyday life seems like it's different for me now," he says. "I know for a fact that I'm not the same person I was when I went over there."

And yet Ramlu — a specialist in disarming roadside bombs — is not complaining. After an Afghan suicide bomber's blast in 2006 left him with a traumatic brain injury and post-traumatic stress disorder, the San Mateo High graduate was so severely disabled that he could hardly get out of bed.

Ramlu will stand before a large group of people in business suits today — a prospect he finds more harrowing than confronting the Taliban — recounting his journey from disability and despair to determining his own future. With Silicon Valley companies such as Cisco and Google lined up to attend the conference and put veterans back to work, the Wounded Warrior Workforce initiative is a watershed event for Project Hired, a San Jose nonprofit devoted to helping the disabled find jobs.

After 
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scraping by on donations and grants since 1978, Project Hired recognized in 1994 that soldiers returning from a nearly unbroken succession of conflicts since the end of the Cold War were forming a generation of veterans with special needs. Many were living on the streets, or like retired Army Staff Sgt. Joseph Taylor, in shelters. 

Companies are afraid

After 14 years of service, Taylor was stationed in Germany when he was hit in the head by a tank lid, which damaged his teeth and left him clinically depressed. When he returned home, he had trouble holding a job and his marriage fell apart. "I no longer had a home, didn't have a car, didn't have any money, didn't have a job, and I was ill," he says.

Project Hired taught him how to fill out job applications and compose a resume, then it gave him jobs as a telephone operator and a medical clerk. Six weeks ago, the Department of Veterans Affairs hired Taylor to drive a shuttle bus at its Palo Alto facility. "I love my job, love being around veterans," he says. "There are opportunities to help people, and I can express my gratitude to them for their service."

Joanne Delano served 20 years in the Navy as an aviation structural mechanic. After she retired, Delano was sentenced to two years in Valley State Prison for Women at Chowchilla for vehicular manslaughter. With arthritic knees and feet, plus a prison record, she was practically unemployable. Project Hired gave her a job as a medical clerk, and six months later the VA hired her as an operator.

"When you call the VA or one of its clinics, you're talking to one of our employees," says Gwen Ford, director of business operations and development for Project Hired. All of them are disabled, and 26 percent are vets. "Those jobs tend to be a steppingstone. When we get them trained, the VA has a tendency to hire them from us."

That process isn't as easy as Ford makes it sound. Many veterans suffer from severe brain injuries that make it difficult for them to find a place in the corporate world. "Sometimes all it takes is a little extra accommodation to make it work," says Ford. "But people are afraid."

She refers to such business fears without a trace of irony, though Ford's own son has been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder following two tours with the Army in Iraq. Staff Sgt. Tyrone Ford is currently fighting the Taliban in Afghanistan. His mother is fighting to make sure her son and those who serve with him will have a life worth coming home to.

Diagnosed cases of PTSD have risen dramatically among veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. "There is no front line in this war," Ford explains. "Everybody is being shot at, seeing the mass killings and the bombings of their friends. Nobody is protected."

A little patience

On Monday, the military agreed to review cases of veterans who previously made disability claims for post-traumatic stress to determine whether they were improperly denied benefits. 

"These aren't hopeless cases," Ford says. "Most of them just need a little patience." 

Ramlu is still in the National Guard, and talks about the possibility of going back to Afghanistan. He's an example of a soldier who required time to adjust to working in an office after the daily adrenaline cocktail of disarming bombs under fire. He has worked for more than a year in the call center at the Project Hired office at the VA hospital in Palo Alto.

"We didn't think he was going to make it when we first hired him," Ford recalls. "He was acting out. He was not showing up for work. He was short-tempered. We thought we were going to have to let him go. And that probably would have destroyed his self-confidence."

Ramlu's harrowing experience in Afghanistan was not particularly unusual, and his re-entry into civilian life is similar to that of many returning veterans. He was riding in the back seat of a Humvee when he saw an old man driving his car straight for the three-vehicle military convoy.

When the man blew himself up, the car disintegrated, and Ramlu says the bomber's body flew about 200 meters before it landed in pieces. The impact knocked Ramlu out for about 30 seconds, and when his Humvee turned around, it began taking rocket-propelled grenade fire. Soldiers from another Humvee were burned and lying by the side of the road.

"Their eyes were burned from the fire," Ramlu says. "When I went to pull them out, I pulled the skin off one guy's hand and saw the skin coming off his face."

Now he's trying to adjust to a 9-to-5 life. It will take a little time.

Contact Bruce Newman at 408-920-5004.

if you"re interested

The conference, which is free for veterans, will take place today at Project HIRED, 1401 Parkmoor Ave., Suite 125, San Jose. For more information, go to http://projecthired.org/wwseminar_veterans.html.

U.S. military casualties figures

Killed..........................Wounded
Iraq: 4,361..............31,616
Afghanistan: 936.............4,748
(Through Jan. 2, 2010)

