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POLICY REGARDING VETERANS OF THE ESTONIAN DEFENCE 
FORCES (EDF) AND THE ESTONIAN DEFENCE LEAGUE (EDL)

Veterans by definition are Estonian citizens who:

• have taken part in the
service of the EDF in
defending the state
by military means;

• have been deployed to
collective self-defence
or international military
operations in the service
of the EDF;

• have been declared as having a permanent incapacity as a result of an 
injury sustained in the service (incl. conscription) of EDF or in EDL military 
training.
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POLICY REGARDING VETERANS OF THE ESTONIAN DEFENCE 
FORCES (EDF) AND THE ESTONIAN DEFENCE LEAGUE (EDL)

International Military Operations:

• First international military operation was in 1995 in Croatia (UNPROFOR).

• Since 1995 Estonia has participated in 22 different operations in the lead by 
USA, NATO, EU or UN.

• The largest and hardest ones were ISAF (2003-2014) and Iraqi Freedom 
(2003-2009)

Statistics:

• Total number of veterans is 3700.

• Number of KIA-s on International Military Operations is 11.

• Number of veterans with declared permanent incapacity for work is 98.

• The number of deaths by suicide is 13.



NGO VETERANS OF ESTONIAN DEFENCE FORCES

Established in 2014 with 11% of all the veterans as members to:

• represent the interests and needs of the veterans;

• provide a platform for veterans to better support each ohter;

• boost the image of veterans in Estonian society.

Some of the outcomes so far:

• Program Friend’s Arm (with EDF psychologists)

• EDF veteran’s ID

• more inclusive events (sauna, family days,
shooting events, community cafe’s)

• support to families of veterans KIA in UKR
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PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: THE REASON

• veterans do not seek psychological help often until the symptoms are 
already strong or severe;

• at least half of them would have needed 50% less therapy and there would
have been less burden caused by the symptoms to the clients and to their
families;

The cause:

• veterans are not met by military support personell daily;

• knowledge of early symptoms of mental health problems is low;

• stigma of asking help for mental problems;

• stigma of being labeled as weak and crazy;

The task:

• to find veterans with mental health problems as early as possible.



PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: THE REASON

Initiated by EDF psychologists and the NGO to provide volunteer veterans
with the knowledge and skills to:

• notice the first signs
of psychological problems;

• know how to give
emergency psychological
help;

• provide first level
peer support in case
of mental health problems;

…
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PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: THE REASON

Initiated by EDF psychologists and the NGO to provide volunteer veterans
with the knowledge and skills to:

…

• know what kind of actions are behind the words counselling, psychotherapy, 
testing and what are the main mechanisms of medications;

• know how psychiatrist, psychologist and psychotherapist differ;

• know where to find professional mental help for veterans;

• know how to support a veteran who is going through a hard psychotherapy 
phase;

• know where to find help in case of social welfare issues;

• help to de-stigmatize the mental health area and being strong.



„/---/ Sometimes we all experience mental
difficulties, beacause of our families or service. 
/---/ the idea is brilliant, we are building a 
bridge between soldiers who need support
and people who are trained to help them and 
we do it with those who are the most reliable
and closest people in our system – the fellow
veterans.“

Commander of EDF General Martin Herem in support of the
program Friend’s Arm in 2018:
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PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: THE TRAINING

The course for volunteers:

1. Basic knowledge of counselling and ethics (4 c.t.)

2. Self-help and wellbeing of the peer supporter (2 c.t.)

3. Basics of psychological functoning (2 c.t.)

4. Basic techniques of counselling, incl. training (12 c.t.)

5. Basic techniques of emergency counselling (6 c.t.)

6. Mental health issues of veterans (24 c.t.)

7. Issues of social welfare (6 c.t.)

8. Providing independent peer support (2 c.t.)

9. Case discussions (4 c.t.)

10.Final exam (4 c.t.)

Program graduates AUG2024:

• 6 groups

• 42 veterans



PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: PROVIDING THE SUPPORT

After the course:

• everyone indicates to the NGO how veterans can find them, when and at 
what time they are villing to share their contacts;

• possible to participate at co-vision meetins and to have supervision from
psychologists, free of charge;

• veterans in active service inform their commanders and support personell of 
the graduation and willingness to provide support;

• most often help is provided by phone and personal meetings.



PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: RESULTS

2019-2024:

• 5 suicide attempts have been disrupted on time

• 15 veterans in reserve have got psychotherapy timely

• 2 veterans with severe F-diagnosis were found and got treatment in 
hospital

• 6 veterans have got peer-support during exhaustive treatment periood



PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: RESULTS

Participant feedback:

• Volunteers use their support skills in everyday life already a month after 
graduation

• Veterans find role play and open discussions of own experiences to be 
very effective for learning active listening and support techniques

• The stigma of speaking about mental health problems is decreasing

• The volunteers use active listening skill at service and at home, 
experiencing better realationships

• The volunteers are veterans who become more involved with the NGO and 
their sense of self-efficiency increases

• New initiative – the NGO’s Family Days of veterans



PROGRAM FRIEND'S ARM: LESSONS IDENTIFIED

• More proactive provision of 
supervision, co-vision meetings

• Level II seminars for active
supporters

• Visibility of supporters has to be
better

• Volunteer’s costs of providing
support have to be compensated
(travelling costs, phone bills)

• Actively taking care of volunteers’ 
network (database, meetings)
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Summary

Mr Viljar Kurg 25.09.2024

OF-3 (retired), veteran- 6 deployments

board member, NGO Veterans of Estonian Defence Forces

• The program does not solve all problems of our veterans.

• The Friend’s Arm is a success story and we will continue to

enhance it.


