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INTRODUCTION

On January 13, 2016, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will hold an oversight hearing on the Veterans Advisory Board: Impact of Last Year’s Reforms. Those invited to testify include the Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs (MOVA), members of the Veterans Advisory Board (VAB), veterans’ advocates, and service providers.
BACKGROUND
According to the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), there are over 200,000 veterans
 and 13,000 Active Duty and Reservist service members
 living in New York City’s five boroughs. New York City’s veteran population is diverse, with 52 percent identifying as White (Non-Hispanic), 27 percent as Black/African American, 18 percent as Hispanic/Latino, 3 percent as Asian, and 7 percent as other than those ethnicities specified.
 This population is older, with 83 percent of veterans over the age of 45.
 Furthermore, New York City’s veterans are highly educated, with 58 percent either having obtained a college degree or having completed some college courses.
 The city’s veteran population is also active in the business community. There are 15,400 veteran business owners in the city, and veterans own 17 percent of the businesses in the professional services industry, 16 percent of the businesses in construction services industry, and 10 percent of the businesses in the maintenance and repair sector.
 

Although the overall veteran population is projected to decrease as veterans of World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War 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.
Overview of the Veterans Advisory Board
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 the City’s veteran population.
 MOVA is headed by a Commissioner appointed by the Mayor.
 The VAB was established in the New York City Charter (the Charter) in 1987. The VAB was given the mandate to “advise the director
 [of MOVA] on all matters concerning veterans.”
 The VAB 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 VAB 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 VAB was dormant for several years. The Council and MOVA reactivated the VAB in 2002.
 The minutes of the VAB’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.”
 Through Local Law 10 of 2006, the Council enacted further changes to the VAB, 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 VAB 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.
 In 2009 and 2012 the VAB 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
, 2013
, and 2014
, the VAB met four times as required by the Charter. 

Furthermore, through Local Law 10 of 2006, the VAB 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.
 This Local Law also established that VAB members may be removed for cause by the appointing official, and provided for the filling of a vacancy on the VAB (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.


Among the initiatives to which the VAB contributed was 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.
 According to testimony from Commissioner Loree Sutton at the October 27, 2014 hearing of the Committee on Veterans, the VAB has advised MOVA on issues such as the establishment of Veterans Treatment Courts, capital alignment for enhanced services, support for ROTC programs, and engagement with the Department of Consumer Affairs on vending licenses.
 

Advocates expressed concern that the VAB was not very responsive to the veterans’ community. At the Committee’s October 2014 oversight hearing, advocates cited a number of issues, including insufficient transparency as to VAB meetings and awareness in the veterans’ community about the VAB’s activities, concern about representation of student and post-9/11 veterans, stagnant membership, and lack of a clearly defined mission.
  
Local Laws 24 and 25 of 2015

In January 2015, Council Member Eric Ulrich introduced Int. No. 619, A Local Law to amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to meetings of the veterans' advisory board,
 and Council Member Mathieu Eugene introduced Int. No. 611, A Local Law to amend the New York city charter, in relation to membership of the veterans advisory board, and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the creation and posting of electronic mail addresses by members of the veterans' advisory board.
 These bills were aimed at addressing some of the concerns expressed by the veterans’ community regarding the VAB. The Committee held its first hearing on this legislation on February 10, 2015. At this hearing, the Committee heard testimony from MOVA, then-VAB Chairman Vince McGowan, and advocates.
 
Subsequently, Int. No. 611 was amended to require that each member of the VAB, upon appointment, create an email address dedicated exclusively to the conduct of VAB business, that MOVA make such email address available to the public on its website within 30 days after the start of the appointee’s term, and to clarify that this email address cannot be commingled with any other email address held by a VAB member.
 Int. No. 619 was amended to add the requirement that VAB meetings be recorded and broadcast in accordance with Section 1063 of the Charter, to permit the VAB to include legislative and policy recommendations in its annual report, to clarify that MOVA must give at least a week’s notice of VAB meetings to veterans’ organizations on a list it was required to maintain, and to make other minor changes to the formatting of the legislation.
  

The Committee unanimously approved the amended versions of both bills on February 25, 2015,
 and the full Council did the same on February 26, 2015.
 Mayor de Blasio signed the bills into law on March 18, 2015.
 Int. No. 611-A became Local Law 24 of 2015 (effective April 17, 2015), and Int. No. 619-A became Local Law 25 of 2015 (effective on March 18, 2015).


Local Law 24 of 2015 (Local Law 24) first expanded the membership of the Board from nine members to eleven members, providing both the Mayor and the Council Speaker with one additional appointee.
 Furthermore, it required each member of the VAB to create an electronic email address upon appointment that would be dedicated exclusively to the business of the Board.
 MOVA was required to make the electronic mail addresses available to the public on its website no later than thirty days after the commencement of the member’s term of appointment, and was permitted to establish guidelines for uniformity in the formatting of the electronic mail addresses.


Local Law 25 of 2015 (Local Law 25) required that the VAB hold no fewer than five meetings on an annual basis (an increase from the prior requirement of four) and to hold at least one meeting open to the public in each borough on an annual basis.
 Public notice would need to be provided of each meeting in accordance with Article VII of the New York State Public Officers Law.
 Each public meeting was also required to be recorded and broadcast.
 Additionally, the law established that the Board’s annual report shall, if appropriate, include policy and legislative recommendations for MOVA and the City Council.


Furthermore, Local Law 25 mandates that MOVA post a notice of the date, time, and location of each public meeting of the Board at least one week prior to each meeting.
 MOVA is required to maintain and periodically update contact information of veterans organizations located within the city, and notify these organizations by regular or electronic mail of the date, time, and location of each public meeting of the Board at least one week prior to each meeting.

Following the enactment of Local Laws 24 and 25, Mayor Bill de Blasio and Council Speaker Melissa Mark-Viverito announced their appointments to the Board.
 Mayor de Blasio appointed Charles Greinsky (Staten Island), Todd Haskins (Manhattan), Samuel Innocent (Brooklyn), Mariel Juarez (Brooklyn), Jules Martin (Manhattan), and Anthony Odierno (Manhattan).
 Speaker Mark-Viverito appointed Charles Hernandez (Bronx) and Joe Bello (Bronx), and reappointed Patrick Devine (Bronx), John Rowan (Queens) and Wendy McClinton (Brooklyn).
 At the VAB’s August 2015 meeting, the Board elected Todd Haskins as Chair, Samuel Innocent as Vice Chair, and Joe Bello as Secretary.
 
As MOVA transitions with the establishment of the New York City Department of Veterans’ Services, the VAB will retain its mandate to advise the Department’s Commissioner.

Veterans Advisory Board 2015 Annual Report

The Veterans Advisory Board met on six occasions in 2015. The first meeting was held in January 2015 in Manhattan.
 Subsequent to the enactment of Local Laws 24 and 25, meetings were held in April 2015 (Manhattan), August 2015 (Brooklyn), October 2015 (Bronx), November (Queens), and December (Staten Island), thus fulfilling the requirement that one meeting be held in each borough.


The Board’s Charter mandated report, due to be delivered to the Mayor and the Council on or before December 31 of each year
, was delivered to the Council on January 12, 2016. It began by discussing the rationale for the City’s support for veterans, naming “Freedom and Security-the Moral Imperative,” “Federal Spending and Tourism-the Short-term Economic Imperative,” and “Veterans Make Great Citizens-the Long-term Economic Imperative.”
 The report next highlighted last year’s changes to the VAB and provided a summary of the VAB’s actions in 2015 and plans for 2016. Specifically, the VAB cited its key activities in 2015 as
:
· Meeting or exceeding all legislative requirements under Local Laws 24 and 25;

· Advising the Commissioner and members of the Administration and City Council on a variety of policy matters;

· Enhancing its working relationship with MOVA;

· Conducting six meetings, including one in each borough;

· Instituting a policy by which one of the representatives from the borough in which the meeting is being held hosts that meeting; and

· Establishing five committees: housing, healthcare, economic empowerment, communications, and legal services.

The VAB report noted that while “it was operationally difficult to comply” with Local Laws 24 and 25 in their first year, due to the fact that the laws were adopted and all appointments were made by mid-year, the Board made it a priority and ultimately complied with the requirement of one meeting in each borough.
 It criticized outreach efforts, stating that the Board did “not believe they [the meetings] were well publicized and as a result many of the meetings were not as well attended as would be ideal.”

In addition, the VAB announced that it would undertake the following the initiatives in 2016
:

· Working with MOVA and the veterans’ community to help shape the new Department of Veterans’ Services;

· Revising the VAB’s by-laws in collaboration with legal counsel;
· Encouraging increased community engagement, such as by providing more advanced notice of meetings, hosting them at each Borough Hall for predictability, and enlisting the help of Borough Presidents and other officials; and

· Advocating more systemically for legislative and policy initiatives within and outside of the city.
Finally, the Board offered several recommendations for the Mayor and the Council to consider. These recommendations included
:
· Clearly identifying the capabilities and structure of the new Department of Veterans’ Services in collaboration with the veterans’ community;
· Engaging stakeholders in developing a formal mission statement for the Department of Veterans’ Services and a vision statement for New York City’s veterans;
· Continuing to be vigilant in ending veteran homelessness in New York City;

· Calling on the Administration and MOVA to review its communications policies and procedures, and to seek significant enhancements for the Department of Veterans’ Services (such as a revised website, social media, community calendar, and “refined processes” to make veterans aware of benefits and opportunities);

· Convening leaders from other local governments to share best practices and continuing engagement with federal and state authorities;

· Partnering with local colleges and universities to establish a joint marketing and outreach effort to transitioning veterans considering educational opportunities to encourage them to study in New York City;

· Adopting a veteran-owned small business preference program;

· Improving the city’s capability to collect data on the veteran population;

· Expanding relationships with the federal and New York State governments;

· Reviewing the performance of the city’s Veterans Treatment Courts through a Veterans Legal Task Force, and establishing Veterans Treatment Courts in Staten Island and Manhattan;

· Identifying and quantifying the economic impact of veterans and veteran policies and programs; and

· Receiving greater engagement from the City Council and local elected and appointed officials at VAB meetings.
CONCLUSION

The VAB has a significant role in advocating on behalf of New York City’s 225,000 veterans through advising MOVA and the City Council on the needs and concerns of veterans and their families. With the coming establishment of the City’s first Department of Veterans’ Services, the VAB will continue to be a valuable resource as the city looks to expand services and programs for our city’s veterans. Today, the Committee will hear from both MOVA and the VAB about the efforts they’ve undertaken to implement the reforms enacted last year, as well as how they will address current issues raised by the veterans community in the coming year. The Committee will also review the VAB’s 2015 Report to learn more about their activities during the year and their recommendations for legislative and policy changes to improve the lives of veterans citywide. 
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