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Introduction

On November 10, 2014 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 examine issues of homelessness and hunger among New York City veterans. The hearing will also consider Proposed Res. No. 204-A, a Resolution upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign legislation which would require the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs to conduct a study regarding homeless female veterans in New York. The New York City (NYC) Commissioner of the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), General Loree Sutton, officials from the NYC Department of Homeless Services (DHS), and representatives from the Urban Justice Center’s Veteran Advocacy Project, the McSilver Institute, veterans, and other concerned members of the community are expected to testify.
Hunger and Food Insecurity Among Veterans 

Veterans are particularly vulnerable to food insecurity and hunger due to the unique challenges they face as service members and the impact of service on their families. Across the country, including here in New York City, service members and their families increasingly lack access to affordable, nutritious food. As a result, many have turned to food pantries and soup kitchens. 

One of the primary factors driving increased food insecurity among veterans is lack of access to jobs, particularly among younger veterans. Veterans who have served since September 2001 are experiencing higher rates of unemployment than older veterans or the general population, even as the economy has improved following the recent recession.
 In September 2014, the unemployment rate for post-9/11 veterans was 6.2 percent, compared to 5.7 for the general civilian population.
 Women veterans aged 25 to 34 have a significantly higher unemployment rate than nonveteran women in the same age group.


Many veterans also experience psychological trauma as a result of their service that can be an additional barrier to stable employment. The United States (U.S.) Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) estimates that between 11-20% of post-9/11 veterans, 12% of Gulf War veterans, and 15% of Vietnam veterans experience post-traumatic stress disorder in a given year.
 One estimate found that 30% of Vietnam veterans have had PTSD in their lifetime.
 Additionally, military sexual trauma (MST) remains a common cause of PTSD. Of the veterans that use healthcare provided by the VA, 23% of women have reported being sexually assaulted, while 55% of women and 38% of men have reported sexual harassment while in military service.


Even those service members receiving an income find it insufficient to meet essential needs. Basic pay for junior members of the military (those with less than 2 years of experience) can be as low as $18,378 per year,
 thus qualifying a two-person household for food stamps.
 Furthermore, one in ten veterans are currently employed in low-wage jobs, receiving less than the $10.10 per hour minimum wage as proposed in the federal Fair Minimum Wage Act of 2013.


Furthermore, service-related disabilities give veterans a higher risk for food insecurity. In 2013, approximately 3.2 million veterans (15% of total veterans) reported a service-connected disability.
  According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), an estimated 38% of households with low food security included an adult with a disability.
 This substantial overlap between disability and food insecurity is due to several factors, including limitations on workforce participation and substantial health care and equipment expenses.
 

Military service challenges not only have a significant impact on men and women in uniform, but also on their families. Approximately 60% of the children of active-duty military families are school-aged, and the majority-80%-attend public schools throughout the country.
 Furthermore, there are over 443,000 school-aged children of National Guard and Reserve Members in the United States. These children move frequently, on average nearly six to nine times during their school career.
 When one or both parents are deployed abroad, the pain of separation can often lead to setbacks in school performance. These difficulties are compounded when children do not have access to nutritious food. 

According to Feeding America’s Hunger in America 2014 report, 620,000 families that include at least one soldier, reservist, or guardsman-constituting 25% of the nation’s total active duty and reserve personnel-seek aid from food pantries and other charitable programs across the country.
 An additional 2.37 million households that have at least one veteran receive assistance from food pantries. 29% of households receiving meal programs (such as in soup kitchens and shelters) and 19.6% of households receiving grocery programs (such as food pantries, community gardens, and home-delivered groceries) contained at least one household member who served in the military.
 

This problem is particularly significant in New York City, where many veterans and their families find the cost of living prohibitive. Last year, the Food Bank of NYC reported that 70,000 veterans in New York City, nearly 30% of the total veterans population, relied on soup kitchens and food pantries to avoid going hungry.
 Households with veterans have reported skipping meals, eating smaller meals, purchasing less food, and serving fewer family members at dinnertime to save money.
 Furthermore, financial constraints have forced veteran families to sacrifice food quality. Military families have been forced to purchase less healthy food, less fruit and vegetables, less dairy products, and less meat, poultry and fish.
 

Military families in the city with limited incomes are forced to spend significant percentages of these incomes on rent, utilities, and transportation. In 2011, more than one in eight (13%) of veteran households in New York City were unable to afford food because they had to pay for rent, and more than one out of ten (11%) were unable to because of utility payments.
  

Public Nutrition Programs

Several federal, state, and city programs are available to military families who suffer from financial challenges and food insecurity.
Federal Programs


The USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (formerly known as the Food Stamp Program), offers nutrition assistance to qualifying households by providing federal aid to purchase food at supermarkets, convenience stores, and other food retailers (such as farmers markets). The program is designed to help families supplement the cost of their diet with nutritious food. In New York City, the program is administered by the Human Resources Administration (HRA). Nearly 1.8 million low-income New Yorkers receive SNAP benefits.
 Members of the armed forces are relying on the program in ever increasing numbers. Approximately 900,000 veterans and 5,000 active duty service members nationwide utilize the program,
 and in 2013, a Department of Defense review found that nearly $104 million in SNAP benefits were redeemed at military commissaries.
 This figure was up over $70 million from the beginning of the most recent recession in 2008.
  
The USDA also offers the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), which provides federal grants to states for, among other services, supplemental foods and nutritional education for low-income pregnant, breastfeeding, and non-breastfeeding postpartum women.
 In New York, the WIC program is administered by the State Department of Health. WIC foods are an important source of nutrients that the diets of women and young children often lack. Within the WIC program, the Farmers Market Nutrition Program (FMNP) provides checks to participants for the purchase of locally grown fresh fruits and vegetables at farmers markets during the summer and fall. Approximately 300,000 households across the state benefit from this program annually.  

Alternatively, the Department of Defense also offers struggling veterans the Family Subsistence Supplemental Allowance (FSSA).
 FSSA is a voluntary financial benefits program for military families, intended to increase a service member’s income in order to remove their household from eligibility for SNAP benefits.
 Eligibility is based on the income for all members of the household and the number of people living in the household. For example, in New York, a family of four would need to have a monthly income limit of $2,552 to qualify.
  New York State Programs

In addition to SNAP and WIC, New York State offers the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP).
 CACFP is a nutrition education and meal reimbursement program which receives annual funding from the federal government. The program provides meals and snacks to adults and children in day care settings, and reimburses qualifying meals and snacks served in child or adult day care centers, care programs outside school hours, family day care homes, and homeless shelters. Reimbursement rates are based on household income eligibility guidelines. Participants may claim a maximum of two meals and one snack, or two snacks and one meal, per day. Meals and snacks must provide a minimum number of food components (including fluid milk, fruits and vegetables, breads and bread alternates, and meat and meat alternates) in defined serving sizes to qualify for reimbursement.

For senior veterans, the New York State Department of Health offers the Commodity Supplemental Food Program (CSFP).
 CSFP provides approximately 34,000 low-income seniors with free, nutritious foods on a monthly basis. In 2013, over 20,000 senior families enrolled in CSFP received benefits to purchase fresh fruits and vegetables at farmers markets through the FMFP program referenced above. There are currently CSFP distribution sites in Queens and Brooklyn.
 

Finally, the Hunger Prevention and Nutrition Assistance Program (HPNAP), established in 1984 by the New York State Department of Health, provides supplemental funding to emergency food relief organizations such as food banks, food pantries, soup kitchens, and shelters.
 All food purchased and distributed with HPNAP funding must comply with minimum nutrition standards. 
New York City Programs

The New York City Emergency Food Assistance Program, administered by the Office of Emergency Intervention Services, supplies food to more than 550 food pantries and community kitchens across the City.
 

The Health Bucks program provides coupons worth $2 each, distributed by the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, for the purchase of fresh fruits and vegetables at farmers markets across the city.
 Farmers markets that accept SNAP benefits give one Health Buck coupon to each customer for every $5 spent using those benefits. Currently, all farmers markets in New York City accept Health Bucks. 
Funding for Veterans and Food Assistance Programs

 The Fiscal Year (FY) 2015 Adopted Budget provides $240,332 to support three full-time employees at the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (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.
 

MOVA’s operations have recently been supplemented by three benefits counselors who assist veterans with applications for benefits provided through the VA.
 The counselors, supported for a one-year period beginning in the summer of 2013 by a grant from the Robin Hood Foundation, work in areas identified by MOVA as having the City’s highest-need veterans populations, with administrative support by the City’s HRA.
 Funding for the counselors expired on July 31, 2014 and the future of the program is unclear as no additional funding has been provided for these positions. 

The Council’s response to the Mayor’s Fiscal Year 2015 preliminary budget proposals called for a significant expansion of MOVA through a $400,000 increase to its annual budget.
 Additionally, the Council proposed that the City provide $1 million in funding for mental health, employment, and legal assistance services for veterans. The Mayor and Council ultimately agreed to allocate $400,000 in discretionary funding for job placement, legal services, mental health services, community development, and services for women veterans in Fiscal Year 2015.
 

The FY 2015 Adopted Budget allocated $2.315 million to food security initiatives administered by the HRA and the Department of Youth and Community Development.
 This includes funding to support the Food Bank of New York’s Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) Assistance Program, expansion of access to Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) at farmers’ markets throughout the city, expansion of farmers’ markets in underserved communities, and expanded funding for soup kitchens and food pantries across the city.
  
Veteran Homelessness
According to the VA, the nation’s homeless veterans are primarily single males who come from poor, disadvantaged communities.
 The VA has also reported that 45% of homeless veterans suffer from mental illness and approximately half have substance abuse problems.
 Approximately 40% of all homeless veterans are African American or Hispanic, despite only accounting for 10.4% and 3.4% of the U.S. veteran population, respectively.
 Homeless veterans are also, on average, younger than the total veteran population with approximately 9% between the ages of 18 and 30, and 41% between the ages of 31 and 50.
 Conversely, only 5% of all veterans are between the ages of 18 and 30, and less than 23% are between 31 and 50.

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.
 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.

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.

Homelessness Among Women Veterans
According the United States Government Accountability Office (GAO), the number of homeless women veterans identified by VA, increased by more than 140%, from 1,380 in FY06 to 3,328 in FY10. By comparison, over the same time, the number of male veterans increased 45% from 34,137 to 49,373.
 Women veterans are four times more likely to be homeless than women who are not veterans.
 Of the 20,944 women veterans identified as homeless or at-risk of becoming homeless between October 2011-September 2012, 40% were concentrated in five states, including New York.

The VA notes women veterans often face a number of challenges returning to civilian life that are different from their male counterparts.
 These include raising children on their own or dealing with the psychological effects of events such as MST.
 Without intervention, these issues can put women veterans at a greater risk of becoming homeless.

The GAO found that homeless women encounter a number of barriers to accessing and using veteran housing, including a lack of awareness about programs, lack of referrals for temporary housing while awaiting placement, limited housing for women with children, and concerns about personal safety.
 Furthermore, data on the characteristics of homeless women veterans are limited to those who have been in contact with the VA.
 Neither the VA nor the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) collects data on the overall population of homeless women veterans. Specifically, data is absent regarding the number of such women in the general population, as well as data on the characteristics and needs of women veterans on a national, state, and local level.
 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development: 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 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 October 30, 2014, there were 360 individuals in DHS veteran shelters,
 and over the course of September 2014 there were 425 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 March 2014, for the Fiscal Year 2014,
 DHS reports that 555 homeless veterans exited the shelter system to permanent housing.
 However, this 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 2013, 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 the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development'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.

Federal Mayor’s Challenge to End Veteran Homeless


In June 2014, First Lady Michelle Obama, HUD, and the VA announced the creation of the Mayors Challenge to End Veteran Homelessness.
 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.
 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.
 

Analysis of Proposed Res. No. 204-A 


Proposed Res. No. 204-A states that according to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), many women veterans face challenges returning to civilian life that are different from those of male veterans. The resolution cites several examples, including raising children on their own or dealing with the psychological effects of military sexual trauma (MST). The resolution further points out that according to the VA facing these challenges without intervention can put women veterans at a higher risk of homelessness. 


The resolution then cites a National Coalition for Homeless Veterans (NCFHV) study which indicates that women currently comprise 8% of the total veteran population and 14.6% of the active duty military, and that this percentage is expected to increase to 16% by 2035. In addition, the resolution notes that the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO)’s latest study in 2011 indicated that the number of women veterans identified as homeless by the VA has increased more than 140%, from 1,350 in fiscal year 2006 to 3,328 in fiscal year 2010, and that the total may even be greater because the source of information, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, nor the VA, collect data on the total number of homeless female veterans in the population. Furthermore, the GAO study notes that women veterans are four times more likely than their male counterparts to become homeless.


The resolution refers to a November 2013 New York Daily News article stating that according to the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS), while the total number of veterans in the City’s homeless population declined by 12% since 2012, the number of homeless women veterans increased. The resolution then cites DHS data from September 2014 indicating that 425 single adults were temporarily housed in DHS veterans shelters, including 22 women, as well as a quote from Genevieve Chase of the advocacy group American Women Veterans stating that many homeless shelters for veterans do not accept women, particularly women with children, and that therefore many homeless women veterans “fall through the cracks.” 


The resolution states that legislation is necessary to require a study to gather information on the number of homeless women in New York and how many of them have children, and the total number of children, including the tracking of any services provided to such children. The legislation should also require that data be gathered regarding cases of MST experienced by homeless women veterans while on active duty or during military training. Finally, the resolution states that the legislation should require that the study include recommendations to combat the growing problem of homelessness among women veterans.


The resolution calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign legislation which would require the Division of Veterans Affairs to conduct a study regarding homeless female veterans in New York.  

Conclusion

At today’s hearing, the Committees expect to learn from DHS and MOVA what steps the agencies are taking to combat veteran homelessness and hunger in New York City. The Committees would like more information on how the City connects veterans to available benefits. Specifically with regard to the Mayors Challenge to End Veteran Homelessness, the Committees expect to be provided with detailed information on the steps the City is taking to end homelessness among veterans by the end of 2015.

Proposed Res. No. 204-A
 

Resolution calling upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign legislation which would require the Division of Veterans Affairs to conduct a study regarding homeless female veterans in New York.
 

 By Council Members Vallone, Chin, Dickens, Gibson, Koo, Rosenthal, Levin and Ulrich      
     
Whereas, According to the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), many women veterans face challenges when returning to civilian life that are different than their male counterparts; and
Whereas, For example, according to the VA, those challenges include raising children on their own or dealing with the psychological aftereffects of military sexual trauma (MST); and
Whereas, The VA also states that facing these challenges without intervention can put women veterans at greater risk of becoming homeless; and
      
Whereas, According to the National Coalition For Homeless Veterans (NCFHV), women currently comprise 8% of the total veteran population and 14.6% of the active duty military, and the percentage of  women on active duty military is estimated to increase to 16% by 2035; and
      
Whereas, According to the United States Government Accountability Office's (GAO) latest study in 2011, the number of women veterans identified as homeless by the VA has increased more than 140%, from 1,350 in fiscal year 2006 to 3,328 in fiscal year 2010; and
      
Whereas, The actual number of homeless women veterans may be even greater, as the GAO admits to the limitations of its report, acknowledging that their sources for such information, the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) "does not collect detailed information on homeless women veterans [and] Neither VA nor HUD collect data on the total number of homeless women veterans in the general population"; and
      Whereas, The GAO further notes that women veterans are also four times more likely than their male counterparts to end up homeless; and
    
  Whereas, As cited in a November 10, 2013 article in The New York Daily News, according to the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS), the total number of veterans in the City's homeless population declined by 12% since 2012 - from 622 to 546 - but the number of women homeless women veterans actually increased; and            

Whereas, According to DHS data, as of September 2014, 425 single adults were temporarily housed in DHS veterans shelters, 22 of whom were single women; and
      
Whereas, According to Genevieve Chase of  advocacy group American Women Veterans, "[a] lot of  homeless shelters for veterans do not accept women, much less women with children",  and "they've just been falling through the cracks;" and
Whereas, Legislation is necessary to require a study to gather information on the number of homeless women in New York and how many of them have children, and the total number of children, including the tracking of any services provided to such children; and
Whereas, The study should also require that data be gathered regarding cases of MST experienced by homeless women veterans while on active duty or during military training; and
Whereas, In addition, the legislation should require that the study include recommendations to combat the growing problem of homelessness among women who have served our country; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York State Legislature to pass and the Governor to sign legislation which would require the Division of Veterans Affairs to conduct a study regarding homeless female veterans in New York.  
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