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Oversight: The Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs

INTRODUCTION

On March 1, 2007, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Hiram Monserrate, will hold an oversight hearing of the Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs (MOVA). With City residents counted among those engaged in action in Iraq, Afghanistan and other assignments throughout the world, the Committee is interested in MOVA’s current and future plans for serving the City’s veterans. Those invited to testify include Clarice Joynes, Executive Director of MOVA, and several veterans’ service organizations, military veterans and support groups.

BACKGROUND


According to the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs, as of 2005, there were approximately 300,000 veterans living in New York City.
 A significant segment of this population consists of military veterans from World War II.
 Consequently, there are numerous veterans with needs that stem from the burdens of the social, medical and economic demands generated by both advanced age and the strain of past active duty.
 

New York City also has a sizeable homeless veteran population.
  As of May 2006, the United States Veterans Administration (VA) estimated that there may be as many as 12,000 homeless veterans in New York City.
 Such a figure indicates that over one-third of New York City’s 34,588 homeless individuals are United States military veterans.
 

Veterans returning from active duty often face an array of problems during the transition from a military to a civilian lifestyle.
 For example, many veterans live with lingering effects of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and substance abuse, and experience a lack of family and social support networks when they return from service.
  In addition to causing difficult struggles which can negatively effect the ability of veterans to successfully navigate the demands of civilian life, such problems, along with shortages of affordable housing and difficulties in earning livable incomes and accessing quality health care, can place veterans at risk for homelessness.
 


MOVA was established in 1987, “to advise the Mayor on issues and projects impacting on the veterans’ community.”
 Headed by a Director, who is appointed by the Mayor, MOVA is empowered to serve as the City’s chief military liaison to veterans, veterans’ organizations and other entities that serve New York City’s veteran population.
  The Director of MOVA “also acts as the Liaison to the Military i.e., Active Duty, Reserve and Guard components deployed within” the City’s boundaries.
 MOVA derives its authority from Section 14 of Chapter 1 of the New York City Charter, which states that the office shall “have the duty to inform military and naval authorities of the United States and assist members of the armed forces and veterans, who are residents of this state, and their families, in relation to: (a) matters pertaining to educational training and retraining services and facilities, (b) health, medical and rehabilitation services and facilities, (c) provisions of federal, state and local laws and regulations affording special rights and privileges to members of the armed forces and veterans and their families, (d) employment and reemployment services, and (e) other matters of similar, related or appropriate nature.”
 The Charter also prescribes that MOVA “shall utilize, so far as possible, the services, commissions, boards, bureaus, institutions and other agencies of the state and of the political subdivisions thereof and all such officers and agencies shall cooperate with and extend such services and facilities to the office as it may require.”


According to the New York City 2007 Fiscal Year budget, MOVA has a total operating budget $207,726 and four full-time employees.
 The New York City 2008 preliminary Fiscal Year budget also proposes a budget of $207,726, but with a full-time staff of only three employees.


MOVA receives advice from the Veterans Advisory Board on all matters concerning veterans.
 Pursuant to the Charter, the Veterans’ Advisory Board consists of nine members, all of whom are veterans.
 Five of these members are appointed by the Mayor and four members are appointed by the Speaker of the City Council. Of all nine appointees, there must be one representative from each of the City’s five boroughs.
  All members serve for a term of three years, and the chairperson is elected by the majority vote of the board members.
   


The Veterans Committee held its last oversight hearing regarding MOVA on January 24, 2005.
 The Director of MOVA testified at that hearing, as well as several veterans advocates.
 Ralph Di Toro, a disabled veteran, testified that MOVA’s small budget and staff (only four people) would prevent the office from handling the response anticipated from veterans if MOVA undertook certain outreach efforts.
 Di Toro further questioned whether MOVA ever reached out to the families of military service members who died in the course of duty.
 Helene Van Clief, a member of the Jewish War Veterans, asserted that MOVA was not well informed concerning veterans homelessness or VA issues.


More recent criticisms of MOVA have also emerged. On January 5, 2007, the MOVA main office moved from 346 Broadway in Manhattan to 100 Gold Street.
 Joseph Bello, Assistant Director of the LaGuardia Community College for Veterans Youth and Adults, contends that MOVA did not give the veterans community proper notice of MOVA’s intention to move its headquarters.
 Mr. Bello also argues that the MOVA office served as an anchor to the other veterans-related offices located within the 346 Broadway building, including the United War Veterans Council, and that such organizations will find it more difficult to survive and thrive in MOVA’s absence.
 Mr. Bello has also stated that the new MOVA office is not large enough to handle the needs of New York City’s veterans community.


Today, the Veterans Committee expects to hear testimony regarding the current status of MOVA from its Executive Director, Clarice Joynes. The Committee also expects to hear testimony from veterans advocates, veterans assistance organizations, and other military veterans and support groups with respect to MOVA’s operations and the assistance it provides to veterans and their families. 
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