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Introduction

On November 12, 2015, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich and the Committee on General Welfare, chaired by Council Member Stephen Levin, will hold a joint oversight hearing to receive an “Update on the City’s Efforts to End Veterans’ Homelessness.” The Committees last held a hearing on this issue in November 2014, in which they heard from the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), the Department of Homeless Services (DHS), United States (U.S.) Congressman Charles Rangel, and several advocates and direct service providers. These agencies and groups were again invited to testify at today’s hearing to provide the Committees with an update on the progress the City is making to end veteran homelessness.
Veteran Homelessness
According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), the nation’s homeless veterans are primarily single males who come from poor, disadvantaged communities.
 Approximately 54% of homeless veterans have a mental and/or physical disability, and 76% live in a city.
 African Americans comprise 39% of all homeless veterans, but represent only 11% of the total veteran population.
 Further, about 1.4 million additional veterans are considered at risk of homelessness due to poverty, lack of support networks, and living conditions in overcrowded or substandard housing.

Homeless veterans have served in World War II, the Korean War, Cold War, Vietnam War, Grenada, Panama, Lebanon, Persian Gulf War, Afghanistan and Iraq (Operation Enduring Freedom/Operation Iraqi Freedom), and the military’s anti-drug cultivation efforts in South America.
 Nearly half of homeless veterans served during the Vietnam era.
 Two-third of homeless veterans served for at least three years, and one-third were stationed in a war zone.
 As troops return from operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, the face of veteran homelessness has changed.
 Homeless veterans are increasingly younger, female, and heads of households.
 Despite this, homeless veterans are still most likely to be males between the ages of 51 and 61, comprising 43% of the homeless veteran population and to have served in the Vietnam War.
 In the next 10 to 15 years, it is projected that the number of homeless veterans over the age of 55 could increase drastically.

According to the National Coalition for Homeless Veterans, a variety of factors lead to veteran homelessness.
 In addition to the “complex set of factors influencing all homelessness” including a shortage of affordable housing, income, and access to healthcare, many veterans are living with the effects of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and substance abuse, compounded by a lack of family and social support networks.
 Further, military occupations and training are not always transferable to the civilian workforce, placing some veterans at a disadvantage when competing for employment.

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD): The 2014 Annual Homeless Assessment Report


HUD provides an annual point-in-time estimate of homelessness nationwide.
 The January 2014 estimate found that while the number of people living on the streets and in shelters across the country fell this year, the homeless population in New York City grew in almost every category including individuals, families, and the chronically homeless.
 However, despite the overall increase in the number of homeless individuals and families in the City, the number of homeless veterans nationwide and in New York dropped significantly.

Nationally, more than one in ten homeless adults was a veteran during the count on the night in January 2014 when the point-in-time estimate was conducted, accounting for 49,933 individuals.
 The estimate found that of the total homeless veterans, 32,048 were living in shelters and 17,885 were living on the streets.
 Veteran homelessness dropped 10% between 2013 and 2014, and over the span of five years declined 33% with 24,117 fewer veterans in 2014 than in 2009.
 Female homeless veterans accounted for 10% of both the sheltered and unsheltered populations nationwide.

The estimate also found that in New York State there were 2,542 homeless veterans, and that although New York contained the fourth largest number of homeless veterans in the nation, only 5% of homeless adults in the state were veterans.
 Homelessness among veterans state-wide saw its sharpest decline in New York, where 2,117 fewer veterans were homeless from 2013 to 2014 (a 45% decrease) and 3,337 fewer veterans were homeless since 2009.

The HUD estimate additionally found that in New York City, there were 1,645 homeless veterans, which also represented the largest decrease in homeless veterans among Continuums of Care,
 with 1,902 fewer homeless veterans in 2014 than in 2013, or a 54% decline.
 While the HUD estimate covers both sheltered and unsheltered individuals, on a local level, DHS reports on the number of individuals in veteran specific shelters on both a daily and monthly basis. On November 5, 2015, there were 337 individuals in DHS veteran shelters,
 and over the course of September 2015 there were 356 unduplicated individuals in DHS veteran shelters.
 There is no data available on the overall number of veterans in the DHS system who are not living in the two veteran-specific shelters.
As of December 2014, for Fiscal Year 2015,
 DHS reports that 396 homeless veterans exited the shelter system to permanent housing.
 However, this so-called “exit” to permanent housing is defined only as remaining out of shelter for at least thirty days.
 Compared to the same period of Fiscal Year 2014, there was a 2% drop in the number of homeless veterans exiting shelter.
 Although DHS reports on the overall number of single adults who exit to supportive housing, which is a resource for homeless veterans, there is no specific data on the number of veterans who exit to supportive housing.

Department of Homeless Services – Veteran Services

DHS partners with MOVA and the VA, to provide services to veterans living in the City.
 In 2008, the agencies jointly created the Veteran Service Unit (VSU), a centralized access point for veterans who are homeless or at-risk of homelessness.
 Homeless veterans are connected to the VSU from DHS intake facilities or assessment shelters where they are then referred to one of the two shelters for veterans: the Borden Avenue Veterans Residence (BAVR), a 243-bed short-term housing facility for male and female veterans, and the Porter Avenue site, an employment-focused facility offering services for 138 male veterans.
  The VSU also links veterans to services and resources, including housing services, medical care, and City, State, and federal entitlements, such as pension benefits and public assistance entitlements.
 Additionally, eligible veterans can apply for HUD's Veterans Affairs Supportive Housing (HUD-VASH) program, which pairs rental assistance vouchers with VA case management for veterans, helping them to live successfully in their own apartments.

New York City is participating in the Mayor's Challenge to End Veteran 
Homelessness, (described herein), and as part of this effort, DHS has created a task force to establish housing plans for every homeless veteran, with the goal of permanently housing all veterans by December 31, 2015. To support this effort, the incentives described below are currently available to landlords, brokers, and supportive housing providers:

· 15% Broker Bonus (15% of the annual rent) for brokers who connect homeless veterans with LINC apartments or units that can be subsidized using HUD VASH, HPD Section 8, and MRT vouchers.

· $1,000 Landlord Incentive for every apartment and commercial SRO with a one-year lease signed by a homeless veteran.

· $500 Room Rental Incentive to landlords renting rooms through the LINC program for every one-year lease signed by a homeless veteran.

· $1,000 Bonus to Supportive Housing (SH) Providers for each community unit rented to a veteran with a HUD VASH, HPD Section 8, or MRT voucher.

· $2,000 Bonus to Supportive Housing Providers for each community unit rented to a veteran with a LINC voucher.

· Access to a Rental Guarantee Fund of up to $3,000 per year for landlords who house veterans, to cover potential damage to the apartment, as well as to assist with the payment of rental arrears, if needed.
The Mayors Challenge to End Veterans Homelessness 


In June 2014, First Lady Michelle Obama, HUD, and the VA announced the creation of the Mayors Challenge to End Veteran Homelessness (Mayors Challenge).
 As part of the Mayors Challenge, which has been signed by over 150 mayors, and county and state officials, including Mayor Bill de Blasio, local officials have pledged to end veteran homelessness by 2015.
 As previously mentioned, the Mayors Challenge is working toward the goal of ending veteran homelessness by December 31, 2015, as measured in January 2016 by HUD’s Point-in-Time estimate.
 Through federal, state, local and non-profit resources, the Mayors Challenge seeks to provide all veterans with access to permanent housing. According to the Federal government, resources and reforms to end veteran homelessness, when implemented in local communities can include: 

· Using a Housing First approach, which removes barriers to help Veterans obtain permanent housing as quickly as possible, without unnecessary prerequisites;

· Prioritizing the most vulnerable Veterans, especially those experiencing chronic homelessness, for permanent supportive housing opportunities, including those created through the HUD-VASH program;

·  Coordinating outreach efforts to identify and engage every Veteran experiencing homelessness and focusing outreach efforts on achieving housing outcomes;

· Targeting rapid re-housing interventions, including those made possible through the Department of Veterans Affairs’ Supportive Services for Veteran Families program, toward Veterans and their families who need shorter-term rental subsidies and services in order to be reintegrated back into our communities;

· Leveraging housing and services that can help Veterans who are ineligible for some of the VA’s programs get into stable housing;

· Increasing early detection and access to preventive services so at‐risk Veterans and their families remain stably housed; and

· Closely monitoring progress toward the goal, including the success of programs in achieving permanent housing outcomes.


To achieve the goal of ending veteran homelessness, the National Alliance to End Homelessness, suggest “five high impact steps” that mayors can take to achieve the goal.
 First, localities must establish leaderships and decision-making.
 This step includes convening the key players such as the VA Medical Center Director, the heads of relevant public entities such as homelessness agencies and public housing authorities, and leading nonprofit agencies.
 Second, localities should set numerical goals and timelines, including how much it will cost, who will pay for it, and when it will be done.
 Third, localities should create accountability, which is done through shared data and performance benchmarks to measure progress and hold participants accountable.
 Fourth, the strategy should including employing core, evidence-based practices such as outreach, crisis housing, rapid re-housing, permanent supportive housing, and coordinated assessment and entry systems.
 Finally, the recommendations include having a communications plan which will engage key constituencies, define what ending veteran homelessness means, and challenging misperceptions.
 


In December 2013, Phoenix, Arizona became the first city to announce that it had ended 
chronic homelessness among veterans, when it had 222 homeless veterans three years earlier.  The city spent $100,000 to adopt the “Housing First” model and saw a 94% success rate.
 This model simply supplied chronically homeless men and women with permanent housing by supplying them with federal housing vouchers that subsidize rent and pairing this with comprehensive social casework services.
 Another innovative aspect of Housing First is that it is not premised, as many traditional homelessness programs are, on the individual addressing substance abuse and alcohol problems prior to being housed. The underlying idea is that housing is the cornerstone of the new life that a homeless individual is trying to build, rather than a capstone.
 According to the 2013 homelessness assessment report that HUD sent to Congress, Arizona saw one of the greatest decreases in the number of homeless veterans from 2012 to 2013.
  
New York City and the Mayors Challenge


As mentioned, New York City is one of the municipalities that signed onto the Mayor’s Challenge. MOVA was elected in November 2014 to serve as a member of the Continuum of Care Veterans’ Task Force.
 This Task Force is a public-private inter-agency working group co-chaired by the VA and HPD, with membership consisting of additional city agencies (HRA, DHS, and NYCHA) and the seven not-for-profit service providers in New York City that receive SSVF grant funding.
 It was established in October 2013 with the purpose of providing a leadership role in the prevention and eradication of homelessness in the City.


The Committees on General Welfare and Veterans held an oversight hearing in November 2014 regarding veteran homelessness. At this hearing, DHS testified that of that month, there were 1,300 homeless veterans living in New York City.
 At the time, this represented a 64 percent decline from 2011. Of these 1,300 homeless veterans, 700 resided in DHS shelters, 500 in VA grant per-diem programs, and 100 on the street.
 DHS further noted that since 2007, it had placed over 6,500 homeless veterans into housing (including 850 through the HUD-VASH program).
 
During his State of the City address in February 2015, Mayor de Blasio pledged “[w]e commit to ending chronic veterans homelessness by the end of this year.”
 In 2014, according to MOVA Commissioner Loree Sutton, the City housed 873 veterans.
 As of September 2015, Commissioner Sutton testified that there were fewer than 50 chronically homeless veterans, and 20 street homeless veterans in the City, all of whom maintain “ongoing relationships” with city agencies.
  
In FY 2016, the City allocated $1.5 million to DHS to address veteran homelessness. This included funding for: 10 additional staff to coordinate services for veterans and to provide clinical support and case management for more intensive homeless cases; enhancement of programming to include targeting critical homelessness prevention and housing stabilization services to 100-at risk veteran households with a shelter history; and a media campaign to support the agency’s efforts addressing the needs of homeless veterans.

Conclusion

As we approach the end of 2015, and the goal that New York City set for itself to end veteran homelessness in the five boroughs, the Committees will receive an update from DHS and MOVA about the progress that has been made towards this achievement, and the work that remains to eliminate chronic homelessness among the City’s veterans. The Committees also expect to hear from the Administration how it intends to ensure that no veteran should ever have to live without permanent, dignified housing. 
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