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NEWS

RR firefighters fight suicide with culture of peer support
By Amy Byres

Staff writer
abyres@rrobserver.com

Rio Rancho Fire and Rescue
brings awareness to mental health
wellness for firefighters through
the Yellow Rose Campaign.
September marks suicide prevention month and the YRC initiative
between RRFR and the local firefighters’ union, International Association of Firefighters (IAFF) 4877.
The campaign was created by
the Michigan Fire Chiefs Association in 2018 to encourage a supportive and emotional-wellness culture
among firefighters, according to a
press release from RRFR. In 2019,
the New Mexico Fire Chiefs Association adopted the YRC.
“We also looked into, along
with the YRC, ‘Stop the stigma.’
It was another saying that we kind
of grabbed a hold of and it stuck out
to us, because we don’t want the
people on the floor doing the job,
to feel the stigma of, ‘Well, we just
got to suck it up and keep going.’ It
is OK to reach out and it is OK to
say you need help,” said IAFF 4877
President Chris Mandeville.
In 2018, over 48,000 Americans
died by suicide, according to the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention. That is one death

every 11 minutes. In 2018, about
1.4 million adults attempted suicide, according to the CDC.
New Mexico has the highest suicide rate in the U.S., according to the
American Association of Suicidology.
A study funded by the Ruderman Family Foundation indicated
first responders are more likely to
die by suicide than in the line of
duty. In 2017, at least 103 firefighters died by suicide, with 93 firefighters dying in the line of duty.
Firefighters and police officers
experience post-traumatic stress
disorder at a rate five times higher than the civilian population,
according to the study.
Among resources members of
RRFR can use is the Peer Support
Team. This consists of 13 firefighters who have received mental health
training to support to their peers and
connect them to more resources.
Capt. Ryan Floersheim of
RRFR is a part of this team.
“All the research has found that
peer support teams, like ours, get
used a lot more than just sending
someone off to a psychologist or a
counselor that doesn’t know what we
do on a daily basis,” Floersheim said.
“So, our personnel are really a
lot more likely to turn to one of our
own who are experiencing the same

things, and so we are able to start
the conversation a lot easier with
them because we can sympathize
with what they are going through.”
Floersheim monitors for signs
of emotional distress and is consistently checking in with peers to
see if they are doing OK, he said.
After exceptionally difficult calls,
the Peer Support Team is sent to
talk with crew members.
“We sit down with them and
make sure they are processing
everything that they saw,” he said.
This consistent opportunity to
talk with a peer is creating a culture of mental wellness among first
responders, something that was not
always the case, he said.
“We started realizing (firefighters) were having significant mental
health problems after they retired.
Part of it was because they never
had the chance to decompress and
talk about (trauma) when they were
experiencing it,” Floersheim said.
“That is when we realized, as a
profession, we really needed to up
our game as far as providing mental health resources.”
Losing a comrade to suicide
is something the department has
experienced, he said. Lt. Colin
“Bubba” James Rice died by his
own hand in June 2019.

“He was the other co-leader of
the peer support team, so he and
I helped build the team,” Floersheim said. “(Mental wellness)
was always important before
then because we were aware of
the nationwide epidemic that was
growing in the fire service as far as
mental health disorders, suicides,
divorces and substance (abuse) and
all the things that go along with it,
but we never imagined that it would
hit that close to home.”
To honor Rice, crew members
at Station 1 on Southern Boulevard
wore T-shirts for suicide prevention
month, with Rice’s badge number
on the sleeve and the YRC logo
on the front. As part of the YRC,
RRFR firefighters received a challenge coin for taking a voluntary
pledge to be supportive of each
other and to destigmatize mental
health issues, Floersheim said.
He said changing the mental wellness culture among first
responders is a work in progress
but asking for help is the most
important step anyone can take.
Those experiencing suicidal
thoughts or emotional distress can call
the New Mexico Crisis and Access
Line at any time by dialing 1-855-6627474. The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is 800-273-8255.
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Badge number 886 belonged to Lt.
Colin “Bubba” James Rice, who died
by suicide in June 2019. For Suicide
Prevention Month, firefighters at Station 1 on Southern Boulevard honored
him by wearing his badge number and
the Yellow Rose Campaign logo.
“It is important to note that
everyone can make a difference
by being open to listen, help in the
efforts to destigmatize mental health
disease and realize that it is normal to
feel stressed, especially during these
unprecedented times of COVID-19,”
according to the press release.

ASK student encourages 18-year-olds to register to vote
By Gary Herron

Observer staff writer
& Joline Gutierrez Krueger
Albuquerque Journal staff writer

Galicia Monforte, a senior at
The ASK Academy, did her best
to get high school students age 18
to vote on Nov. 3: She is organized
a youth voter registration rally, held
last Tuesday on Zoom.
Had you asked a year ago,
many high school students might
not have been inclined to think of
themselves as politically engaged.
Politically aware? Yes. Gen Z
youth — those born after 1996 —
live online and swipe through data
of the day in significant measure.
But a year ago, the economy was
booming, the unemployment rate
was low, the world was open and the
future looked boundless and bright.
A year ago, they might not have
felt the urgency to take an activist
role in social changes. But 2020
and COVID-19 changed all that.
Monforte — too young to vote
on Nov. 3 — said she knows one
way her Generation Z folks can
help — by voting.
“We no longer can think of the
White House as a hypothetical
place thousands of miles away and

Galicia Monforte
that the government’s policies don’t
affect us and our futures,” Monforte said. “We are seeing that we
can and we need to make a difference. And one of the ways we make
a difference is to vote.”
But, she said, in talking to fellow students who will have turned
18 by November, she has come to
realize that the very act of registering to vote is perplexing to some.
“That’s not something we’re
taught in school,” she said. “And
some kids grow up with parents
who aren’t politically engaged
and don’t vote, so there’s no one at
home to ask for help.”
The Zoom rally featured infor-

mation on how to register to vote,
the various ways to vote, the reasons to vote and more.
Although initially her plan was to
focus on bringing together students
from West Side high schools, so far
she’s connected with 16 high schools
from Alamogordo to the Navajo reservation. She was hoping even more
teens would tune in to hear from
and ask questions of a few keynote
speakers, including a representative
of the Secretary of State’s Office and
Pamelya Herndon of the New Mexico Black Voters Collaborative.
Monforte said she was inspired
to organize the rally after listening
to former first lady Michelle Obama
speak on the importance of voting,
but the rally was not about who to
vote for or what party to support.
“It’s just about how to execute
your right to vote,” she said. “I
think this is more impactful coming from someone their age like me
than someone on the news.”
That, even though she will not be
eligible to vote in the general election.
“I will not turn 18 until next
May,” she said. “But that’s part of
the reason I’m even more motivated
to do this. I will not be able to voice
my opinion and my right to vote. But

I hope those seniors who are 18 will.”
Her belief that Gen Zers — projected to be one in 10 eligible voters
in November – are ready to take up
their power at the polls is borne out
by a recent survey of youths ages
18-29 by the Center for Information
and Research on Civic Learning
and Engagement.
The survey found that 83 percent of Gen Zers believe young
people have the power to change
the country; 60 percent say they
are part of a movement that will
vote to express its views; and 79
percent say that COVID-19 helped
them realize politics and the decisions of the people they vote into
office affect their daily lives.
That survey also found that
32 percent said they did not know
whether their state allows them to
register to vote online.
(And yes, in New Mexico you
can register to vote online at the
Secretary of State’s NMVote.org
site — by Oct. 6 in order to vote
in the November general election.)
A separate survey — this one
conducted by professors at Stanford University, Washington College, Goucher College and the president of Ignite, which trains young

women to be political leaders —
found that more than 75 percent of
participants ages 18-24 see voting
as a duty, yet more than 40 percent
say a major reason more of them
don’t vote is because they believe
their vote won’t change anything.
Monforte is here to say it can. In
a strange and unexpected way, she
believes the COVID-19 shutdown
has helped crystallize that for many
of her peers.
“If there is anything positive
you can say about the pandemic,
it’s that we have been made to see
that we can no longer just live in
our high school bubble anymore,”
she said. “COVID-19 popped that
bubble. It was comfortable, but sadly we cannot live there anymore.”
Monforte plans to attend Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University
in Prescott, Ariz., after she graduates next year, hoping to attend
law school after that. Then, she
envisions a career in politics.
Maybe those who elect her
someday will have registered to
vote for the first time because of her.
(This article originally began
as a Journal UpFront opinion column by Joline Gutierrez Krueger in
the Sept. 21 Albuquerque Journal.)
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Dutch Bros Coffee has opened
its second location
Powered by TECNAVIA
in Rio Rancho. The grand opening for the store
at 1440 NM 528 was Friday, although the soft

