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INTRODUCTION
On October 27, 2014, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will hold an oversight hearing entitled “The Veterans Advisory Board.” Those invited to testify include the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs, advocates for veterans, and local services providers.  
BACKGROUND
New York City’s five boroughs are home to approximately 200,000 veterans.
 Although the overall veteran population is projected to decrease as World War II, Korea, and Vietnam veterans age,
 many of those who served in Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and Operation Iraqi Freedom will separate from the military in the coming years. As they return, these veterans will face challenges in readjusting to civilian life, including access to employment, education, and health services, as well as other social supports. The City will need to be equipped with the resources and support system necessary to serve these men and women returning from active duty. Furthermore, the City will need to continue to meet the needs of its older veteran population. Thus, the Council seeks to ensure that the Board, established to provide an official platform by which veterans could voice their concerns to City government, is properly fulfilling its mandate.
The Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), created by local law in 1987, serves as the City’s chief military liaison to veterans, veterans’ organizations, and other entities that serve City’s veteran population.
 MOVA is headed by a Commissioner appointed by the Mayor.
 The current Commissioner is Loree Sutton. 
The New York City Charter established the Board in 1987, and gave it the mandate to “advise the director on all matters concerning veterans.”
 The Board originally consisted of five members, three of whom were appointed by the Mayor and two of whom were appointed by the Speaker of the City Council.
 Each member was to serve for a term of three (3) years.
  
In 2002, Local Law 45 expanded the Board to nine members, and required that each member be a military veteran.
 Five of these members are now appointed by the Mayor and four by the Speaker of the City Council.
 The 2002 law also required that there be at least one representative from each of the City’s five boroughs.
 
Although established by law, the Board was dormant for several years. The minutes of the Board’s first reported meeting on July 17, 2002 noted that “it is unknown whether a previous VAB existed, nor when meetings took place, if ever.”
 The Council and MOVA reactivated the Board in 2002.
 Through Local Law 10 of 2006, the Council enacted further changes to the Board, including requiring the Mayor and Speaker to consider service in conflicts involving members of the United States armed forces when making their appointments.
 The law also imposed additional requirements on the Board to meet quarterly, keep a record of deliberations, determine its own rules of procedure, and submit an annual report of its activities to the Mayor and Council on or before December 31 of each year.
 Furthermore, the Board was to elect by majority vote one member to serve as the chairperson and one to serve as vice-chairperson, each for a one-year term.
 The Council also established that Board members may be removed for cause by the appointing official, and provided for the filling of a vacancy on the Board (due to removal, death, resignation, or otherwise) in the same manner as the original appointment, with the successor to fill out the balance of the term of the member being replaced.

Currently, the Board is composed of nine members. The five members appointed by the Mayor are Lee S. Covino (Staten Island), Col. Stephanie Dawson (Queens), Marvin R. Jeffcoat (Manhattan), Vincent M. McGowan (Manhattan), and Paul Rieckhoff (Manhattan). The four members appointed by the Speaker are Patrick Devine (Bronx), Anthony Giovinco (Brooklyn), Wendy C. McClinton (Brooklyn), and John P. Rowan (Queens).
 At a September 2009 Board meeting, Vincent McGowan was voted as the Chairman and Lee S. Covino was voted as the Vice-Chairman.

The Fiscal Year 2015 Adopted Budget provides $240,332 to support three full-time employees at MOVA and $25,000 for non-personnel costs.
 MOVA also receives a significant share of its funding from New York State. In Fiscal Year 2015, the State is expected to provide $201,000 in funding for MOVA, the same as the previous fiscal year, allowing for two additional full-time employees.
 However, the Board is not funded, and its members serve on a volunteer basis. Vince McGowan, the Chairman of the Board, recommended before the Committee on Veterans in 2006 that the Board receive direct funding to help members meet expenses of the meetings.
  
Among the initiatives to which the Board has contributed is the requirement that all City agencies appoint a liaison to veterans employed at the agency, enacted by the Council in 2013 as Local Law 42,
 as well as working with the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs in its Veterans Summit deliberations that resulted in a 6% set-aside in New York State contracts for disabled veteran-owned businesses doing business with the state.

Advocates have expressed concern that the Board has not been responsive to the veterans’ community. A number of criticisms have been made of the Board including, the lack of an organized public schedule, lack of transparency with the veterans’ community as to the Board’s deliberations and its relationship with MOVA, and the stagnation of Board membership. In 2009 and 2012 the Board failed to meet quarterly as required by the Charter, and the two meetings that were held in each of those years failed to attract a quorum of members.
 However, in 2010
, 2011
, and 2013
, the Board met four times as required by the Charter. Furthermore, MOVA has only recently posted the Board’s membership and required annual reports on its website. Advocates have also argued that the Board provides insufficient policy guidance to the City and veterans groups. For example, at the Committee’s most recent hearing in September 2014, it was suggested by Rob Cuthbert of the Urban Justice Center’s Veteran Advocacy Project that the Board be required to meet specific content requirements.
 
CONCLUSION
With innumerable challenges facing veterans, the City must utilize to their greatest capacity all the resources it has created to serve these men and women. This must include the Veterans Advisory Board. Today, the Committee expects to hear testimony from city officials, Board members, and veterans’ advocates and explore how the Board can be made more effective in fulfilling its mandate under the Charter to serve the City’s veterans. 
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