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INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, January 22, 2025, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Robert Holden, will conduct an oversight hearing on The New York City Veterans Advisory Board. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives from the New York City (NYC) Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS), NYC Veterans Advisory Board (VAB) members, representatives of Veterans’ organizations in NYC, and other interested stakeholders.

BACKGROUND
In 2015, the New York City Council (“City Council”) passed Local Law 113, which required the creation of the Veterans Advisory Board (VAB),[footnoteRef:2] and the VAB was established pursuant to Chapter 75, Section 3103 of the City Charter.[footnoteRef:3] The VAB’s role is to advise the DVS Commissioner on issues concerning Veterans—as well as Active Duty, Reserve, and Guard servicemembers in NYC—and to connect the Mayor’s administration, DVS, the City Council, and the Veterans community.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  N.Y.C. Local Law No. 113 (2015).]  [3:  N.Y.C. Charter ch.75, § 3103.]  [4:  New York City Veterans Advisory Board By-Laws, DVS website, at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/veterans/downloads/pdf/Charter.pdf.] 

Members of the VAB are appointed to three-year terms either by the Mayor or by the City Council Speaker.[footnoteRef:5] Annually, five public sessions (one in each borough) are required to be held in order to collect public input on issues of importance and/or concern to the Veterans community.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  N.Y.C. Charter ch. 75, supra.]  [6:  Id.] 

The VAB is also required to submit an annual report to the Mayor and the City Council by December 31 each year to report on its activities and to provide policy and legislative recommendations to DVS and to the City Council.[footnoteRef:7] In its 2023 Annual Report, submitted to the Mayor and the City Council in March 2024, the VAB recounted its activities for the year and plans for the coming year, progress on its prior recommendations (including updates on proposed legislation), and new recommendations to the Mayor and the City Council as well as to DVS on policy, programming, and legislation.[footnoteRef:8] The recommendations for 2024 that the VAB made were the following: [7:  Id.]  [8:  Veterans Advisory Board, 2023 Annual Report, available at https://www.nyc.gov/assets/veterans/downloads/pdf/local_laws/2023_VAB_End_of_Year_Report_FINAL.pdf.] 

· “Increase Interagency Cooperation Regarding Vendors’ Preferences for Veterans,” including recommending a way for Veterans who are street vendors to voice their concerns and recommending a seat to be designated for a Veteran on the Street Vendor Advisory Board.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Id.] 

· “Provide Funding and Resources for Student Veterans,” including recommending that DVS work with student Veteran representatives to see what more could be done to attract and recruit Veterans to come to NYC for postsecondary study.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Id.] 

· “Assess, Evaluate and Document the Impact of Our Programs,” including recommending that the Mayor’s administration and City Council provide necessary funding to DVS to document DVS programs’ “benefits and efficiency” and to track and follow up on Veterans’ intake requests regarding “benefits, crisis support, health care, legal assistance, military discharge or separation documents and claim processing.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Id.] 

·  “Codify the [R]esponsibilities of DVS and VAB,” including recommending that both parties should be “more cognizant of expectations going forward” so that they “can continue to work together to focus on the needs” of NYC Veterans.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Id.] 

· “Invest in Resources to Encourage and Support Veteran Engagement in the Political Process,” including recommending that “all community boards have at least one veteran member.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Id.] 

· “Providing Personnel Support for the VAB,” including recommending legislation to “ensure continuity of support and communication with DVS” (beyond a United States Department of Veterans Affairs work study intern) and to support the management of the technology needed for conducting and recording meetings.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Id.] 

· “Increased Communication for City Council Hearings Impacting Veterans,” including recommending that DVS disseminate information about hearings to be conducted by the Committee on Veterans to Veterans and their families through DVS’s “current communications platforms.”[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Id.] 

· City Employment—Noting that “[t]ransitioning service members could be a cost-effective pipeline for talent” of the kind needed by NYC and New York State agencies facing labor shortages, the VAB calls for the creation of a “citywide veteran employment program,” including making Veterans a protected class to allow for hiring preferences.[footnoteRef:16] It also calls for NYC government to work with commercial and nonprofit leaders to establish programs like Helmets to Hardhats, which moves Veterans into union trades.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  Id.]  [17:  Id.] 

· Private Employment—The VAB calls for NYC government to “act as a facilitator for private companies who want to hire” Veterans, perhaps assisting them in working through Federal government employment programs for Veterans, like the Work Opportunity Tax Credits.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Id.] 

· Entrepreneurship—The VAB calls for establishing a Veteran preference in the contracting portals for NYC government business as well as for providing programs to help Veteran entrepreneurs find needed resources.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Id.] 

· Veteran Treatment Courts (VTCs)—While VTCs are now present in each borough, the VAB calls for three further actions: that all Veterans, regardless of discharge status, be served by the VTCs; that policies and operations be consistent across the five boroughs rather than at the discretion of each borough’s own Judge and local District Attorney; and that training be provided to those working in VTCs so that they are “culturally competent” to deal with Veterans and more aware of resources available to Veterans.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Id.] 

· Innovative Funding Strategies—The VAB calls for further exploration of possible funding sources, including public-private partnerships, that are available outside of local, state, and federal budgets.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Id.] 


ISSUES AND CONCERNS
Advocates from the Veteran community have testified at Council hearings and shared with Council staff a variety of issues and concerns regarding the VAB.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Testimony provided orally by participants in various hearings and roundtable discussions, attended by Committee on Veterans staff, in 2024.] 

Advocates have flagged dwindling attendance at the five required borough meetings held by the VAB each year.[footnoteRef:23] They have further noted that it is not clear whether meeting notices are disseminated adequately throughout the community to encourage attendance at the meetings, whether holding just one meeting per borough[footnoteRef:24] is sufficient for the convenience of community residents, or whether virtual participation improved attendance.[footnoteRef:25] In addition, some advocates were concerned that minutes from VAB meetings were not written and/or distributed in a timely fashion.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Id.]  [24:  The 2024 borough meetings were held on February 28 in Manhattan, April 17 in Queens, June 12 in Staten Island, September 12 in the Bronx, and October 30 in Brooklyn.]  [25:  Id.]  [26:  Testimony provided orally in hearings and roundtable discussions, supra.] 

Concerns were also raised regarding the time required to fill vacancies on the VAB, as well as the lack of term limits for VAB members.[footnoteRef:27] Some advocates have argued that term limits would allow for more Veterans and Veteran family members to have a chance to get involved and serve.[footnoteRef:28] Others note that losing experienced members who are serving their communities by volunteering their time would be counterproductive.[footnoteRef:29]   [27:  Id.]  [28:  Id.]  [29:  Id.] 




CONCLUSION
The Committee is interested in hearing about the VAB’s work and its effectiveness as an advisory body. The Committee is especially interested in understanding how the VAB and DVS work together to discuss, implement, and evaluate VAB recommendations that are given each year to the Mayor, to the City Council, and directly to DVS. Finally, the Committee hopes to learn more about the concerns of the public and leaders of NYC’s Veteran community to consider whether more can be done to support the City’s Veterans.
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