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TITLE:
A Local Law to amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the establishment of a department of veterans’ affairs, and repealing section 14 of chapter one of the New York city charter and subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York.
ADMINISTRATIVE CODE:                   Repeals subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3. Adds new title 31 (sections 31-101, 31-102, and 31-103 (erroneously numbered 131 in the bill text)).
CHARTER:                                                   Repeals section 14 of chapter one. Adds new   chapter 75 (sections 3100, 3101, 3102, and 3103).
INTRODUCTION
On September 29, 2014, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will hold a hearing on Int. No. 314, a Local Law to amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the establishment of a department of veterans’ affairs, and repealing section 14 of chapter one of the New York city charter and subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York.  Those invited to testify include the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs, advocates for veterans, and local services providers.  
BACKGROUND
New York City’s five boroughs are home to approximately 200,000 veterans.
 Although the overall veteran population is projected to decrease as World War II, Korea, and Vietnam veterans 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. Veterans from post-9/11 conflicts, along with their counterparts from prior conflicts and peace-time service, are eligible for a number of benefits and services provided by the federal government, New York State, the City of New York, and various service providers. However, many veterans are not aware of the range of supports they may be entitled to, and even those seeking out benefits can find navigation of applications, paperwork requirements, and eligibility determinations challenging.
The Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), created by local law in 1987 by the Board of Estimate, serves as the City’s chief military liaison to veterans, veterans’ organizations, and other entities that serve the City’s veteran population.
 Under the New York City Charter, MOVA is tasked with assisting members of United States (U.S.) military, veterans, and their families with issues such as educational training and retraining services; health, medical and rehabilitation services; advocacy to passage of federal, state and local laws and regulations that would grant special rights and privileges to veterans and their families; and employment and re-employment services.
 For MOVA’s purposes, a veteran is defined as “a person who has served in the active military service of the United States and who has been released from such service otherwise than by dishonorable discharge.”
 The Office is also directed to utilize the services and facilities of State and local agencies whenever possible.
 
MOVA’s establishment is authorized under New York State law, which allows for a local veterans’ service agency in each city.
 Such agencies are permitted to “inform” New York resident veterans about educational training, health services, laws and regulations affording special rights to veterans, employment services, and other related matters.
 As noted above, MOVA’s powers under the Charter mirrors the language in State law. Though State law provides that the powers of local veterans’ service agencies are to be exercised “under the direction of the State veterans’ service agency,” there is no indication that MOVA’s activities have ever been limited by the State.

Recently, the Council worked to expand MOVA’s responsibilities to improve the services and information available to local veterans. In 2013, the Council enacted Local Law 24, which was designed to overhaul MOVA’s website and improve the Office’s employment services.
 Prior to the enactment of the local law, resources designed to assist veterans looking for civilian jobs offered by the federal government, New York State, and the City were not easily accessible on any one site. Thus, MOVA was required to work with various City agencies to include on their website links to the federal veterans job bank developed by Google and the White House; the U.S. and New York State Department of Labor websites for veterans; federal sites that translate military skills and occupations into related civilian jobs; job opportunities posted by the New York City Department of Small Business Services (SBS); SBS’s WorkForce1 site for veterans; and a list of City civil service examinations that relate to military occupations, along with a list of upcoming exams and dates.
 MOVA was also directed to ensure that all job openings with the City are included in the federal job bank.

An additional measure enacted by the Council in 2013, Local Law 41, sought to improve the coordination between MOVA and City agencies by codifying and expanding upon an Executive Order issued by Mayor Michael Bloomberg. In January 2008, Mayor Bloomberg issued Executive Order No. 110, which required the coordination of City-wide services for veterans through MOVA and established agency coordinators for veterans’ services.
 According to the Order, such action was needed due to the large population of veterans, active duty service members, and reservists in the City, combined with the “significant number” of veterans employed by the City.
 Under the Order, each City agency was directed to assign a senior staff member to serve as a MOVA liaison, but during a 2011 Council Veterans Committee hearing, advocates testified that many agencies were unaware of the liaisons’ exact role.
 Further, Executive Orders issued by a Mayor may be revoked, revised, or superseded by orders issued at any time by themselves or their successors.
 
In response to these concerns, the Council enacted legislation requiring the appointment of veteran liaisons at every City agency, ensuring that the liaison positions would continue to exist following the end of Mayor Bloomberg’s term.
 The liaisons are required to work with MOVA in assisting individual veterans and must make themselves available for periodic training by MOVA to ensure that they know how to best connect veterans with services not just at their agency, but that are available throughout the City.
 Additionally, the liaisons must work directly with veterans employed by City agencies in regard to personnel benefits available to veterans.

Funding for the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs
The Mayor’s Proposed Executive Budget for Fiscal Year 2015 provides $240,332 to support three full-time employees at MOVA and $22,000 for non-personnel costs.
 However, as recently as Fiscal Year 2009, MOVA received $356,000 to support four full-time employees.
 That level of support remained relatively stable until 2012, when funding dropped to $184,590.
 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 U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs.
 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 Human Resources Association.
 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 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.
 
Features of City Departments
Establishing a New York City Department of Veterans’ Affairs would provide for increased Council oversight and direct allocation of funding supporting veterans. Currently, Council funding for organizations serving veterans is disbursed through City agencies, such as the Department of Youth and Community Development, as MOVA is merely a Mayoral office and does not employ an Agency Chief Contracting Officer (ACCO). Under rules established by the City’s Procurement Policy Board, the entity charged with creating and enforcing procedures governing the City’s procurement of goods and services, an ACCO must certify any contract administered by the City.
 The establishment of a Department of Veterans’ Affairs would enable the Department to employ an ACCO and directly administer contracts for veterans’ services. 
The establishment of a City agency serving veterans would also allow the Council to better monitor the City’s veterans services through preliminary and executive budget hearings with the Department. A Department of Veterans’ Affairs would also be required to submit  Departmental estimates and other information for the executive budget annually.

ANALYSIS

 Section one of Int. No. 314 would repeal Section 14 of chapter one of the New York City Charter (Charter), which establishes the Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs.

Section two of Int. No. 314 would amend the Charter to add a new chapter 75. New section 3100 of new chapter 75 would establish a Department of Veterans’ Affairs and provide that the head of the department would be the commissioner of veterans’ affairs.


New section 3101 would define the term “veteran” as a person who has served in the active military service of the United States (U.S.) and who has been released from such service other than by dishonorable discharge.


New section 3102 of would establish the powers and duties of the Commissioner. Subdivision a would state that the commissioner would have such powers as provided by the director of the state veterans’ service agency, and have the duty to inform military and naval authorities of the U.S. and assist members of the armed forces and veterans who are residents of New York state, and their families, in relation to: 1) matters relating to educational training and retraining services and facilities; 2) health, medical, and rehabilitation services and facilities; 3) 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; 4) employment and re-employment services; and 5) any related and appropriate matters. The new Department would also be required to perform other duties that may be assigned by the state director of the Division of Veterans’ Affairs.


Subdivision b of new section 3102 would require the Commissioner to utilize the services, commissions, boards, bureaus, institutions, and other agencies of state and local governments, and would require all such officers and agencies to cooperate with and extend such services and facilities to the department as it may require. 

New section 3103 would establish a Veterans Advisory Board, to consist of nine members (five appointed by the mayor and four appointed by the Council Speaker), all of whom would be veterans. Among the nine appointees, there would be at least one representative from each of the five boroughs. The Mayor and the Speaker would be required to consider service in conflicts involving members of the U.S. armed forces when making their appointments. The term of appointment would be three years, and members could be removed by the appointing official for cause. Members of the Advisory Board would elect by majority vote one member to serve as chairperson and one member to serve as vice-chairperson, each for one-year terms. In the event of a vacancy on the Advisory Board during the term of office of a member (due to removal, death, resignation, or otherwise), a successor would be chosen in the same manner as the original appointment, and a member appointed to fill a vacancy will serve for the balance of the unexpired term. The Advisory Board’s functions are to: 1) advise the commissioner on all matters concerning veterans; 2) meet at least quarterly; 3) keep a record of its deliberations; 4) determine its own rules of procedure; and 5) submit an annual report of its activities to the mayor and the council on or before December 31 of each year.  

Section three of Int. No. 314 would repeal subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the Administrative Code (Code), which governs the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs.

Section four of Int. No. 314 would amend the Code to add a new Title 31, which would include new sections 31-101, 31-102, and 31-103 (erroneously numbered 131 in the text of the bill). New section 31-101 of new title 31 would provide that “Commissioner” means “Commissioner of Veterans’ Affairs and “Department” means “Department of Veterans’ Affairs.” 
New section 31-102 concerns employment resources. New subdivision a would define “federal veterans job bank” as “the job bank developed by the federal government for veterans or any subsequent online tool that the federal government utilizes to connect veterans with employment opportunities” and define “City job” as employment with the government of New York City. 
New subdivision b would require the Department to post on its website information concerning resources intended to assist veterans in obtaining employment, including, but not limited to: 1) a link to the federal veterans job bank; 2) links to websites describing veteran employment services provided by the federal government and New York State; and 3) any additional resources deemed relevant by the Department. 
New subdivision c would require the department to consult with the Department of Citywide Administrative Services and other appropriate city agencies to identify city job postings for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank, ensure that these jobs are included in the jobs bank, and maintain and update them accurately. 
New subdivision d would require the Department to consult with the Department of Small Business Services to identify job postings that are received or maintained by the department for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank, ensure that these jobs are included in the jobs bank, and maintain and update them accurately.  
New section 31-103 (131 in the bill text) would provide for veteran liaisons at each City agency. The provision would require that the head of each City agency designate an employee to act as liaison with veterans within that agency, and to notify the department of the name and contact information of the liaison. The liaison would be required to advise veterans within the agency of benefits and services available to veterans within the agency and employee personnel policies applicable to veterans at the agency. The Department of Veterans’ Affairs could also require the head of each city agency to make the liaison available to confer with and receive periodic training from the Department. The Department would be required to post on its website the names of persons designated to act as agency liaisons. 

Section five of Int. No. 314 would provide that the law take effect ninety days following its enactment into law. 
Int. No. 314

By Council Members Ulrich, Vallone, Rosenthal and Rodriguez

A LOCAL LAW

..Title

To amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the establishment of a department of veterans’ affairs, and repealing section 14 of chapter one of the New York city charter and subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York.

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:

Section 1.  Section 14 of chapter one of the New York city charter is REPEALED.

§ 2. The New York city charter is amended to add a new chapter 75 to read as follows:

Chapter 75

Department of veterans’ affairs

§ 3100. Department; commissioner.

§ 3101. Definition.

§ 3102. Powers and duties.

§ 3103. Veterans’ advisory board.


§ 3100. Department; commissioner. There shall be a department of veterans' affairs, the head of which shall be the commissioner of veterans' affairs.


§ 3101. Definition. When used in this chapter, the term "veteran" shall mean a person who has served in the active military service of the United States and who has been released from such service otherwise than by dishonorable discharge.


§ 3102. Powers and duties. a. Except as otherwise provided by law, the commissioner shall have such powers as provided by the director of the state veterans' service agency and 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: (1) matters pertaining to educational training and retraining services and facilities, (2) health, medical and rehabilitation service and facilities, (3) 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, (4) employment  and re-employment services, and (5) other matters of similar, related or appropriate nature. The department also shall perform such other duties as may be assigned by the state director of the division of veterans' affairs.


b. The commissioner 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 department as it may require.


§ 3103. Veterans’ advisory board. There shall be a veterans' advisory board consisting of nine members, all of whom shall be veterans, five of whom shall be appointed by the mayor and four of whom shall be appointed by the speaker of the council of the city of New York. Of these nine appointees, there shall be one representative from each of the five boroughs of the city of New York. The mayor and the speaker shall each consider service in conflicts involving members of the United States armed forces when making such appointments. All members shall serve for a term of three years and may be removed by the appointing official for cause. Members of the advisory board shall elect by majority vote one such member to serve as chairperson and one such member to serve as vice-chairperson, each to serve in that capacity for one-year terms. In the event of a vacancy on the advisory board during the term of office of a member by reason of removal, death, resignation, or otherwise, a successor shall be chosen in the same manner as the original appointment. A member appointed to fill a vacancy shall serve for the balance of the unexpired term. The advisory board shall (i) advise the commissioner on all matters concerning veterans; (ii) meet at least quarterly; (iii) keep a record of its deliberations; (iv) determine its own rules of  procedure; and (v) submit an annual report of its activities to the mayor and the council on or before December 31st of each year.

§ 3. Subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York is REPEALED.

§ 4. The administrative code of the city of New York is amended to add a new title 31 to read as follows:

TITLE 31
Department of veterans’ affairs

§ 31-101 Definitions.

§ 31-102 Employment resources.

§ 31-103 Veteran liaisons.

§ 31-101 Definitions. As used in this title:

a. “Commissioner” shall mean the commissioner of veterans’ affairs.

b. “Department” shall mean the New York city department of veterans’ affairs.

§ 31-102 Employment resources. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section: 

1. “Federal veterans job bank” shall mean the job bank developed by the federal government for veterans or any subsequent online tool that the federal government utilizes to connect veterans with employment opportunities.

2. “City job” shall mean employment with the government of the city of New York. 

b. The department shall publish on its website information concerning resources intended to assist veterans in obtaining employment including, but not limited to:

1. a link to the federal veterans job bank; 

2. links to websites describing veteran employment services provided by the federal government and New York state government, including but not limited to, the websites of the United States department of labor, the New York state department of labor, the United States department of veterans affairs, and the New York state department of veterans’ affairs; and

3. links to any additional resources deemed relevant by the department.  

c. The department shall consult with the department of citywide administrative services and other appropriate city agencies to identify city job postings for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank and shall also ensure that such city job postings are included in such job bank and are updated as necessary to maintain accuracy. 

d. The department shall consult with the department of small business services to identify job postings that are received or maintained by the department for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank and shall also ensure that such job postings are included in such job bank and are updated as necessary to maintain accuracy. 

§ 31-131 Veteran liaisons. The head of each city agency shall designate an employee to act as liaison with veterans within such agency and shall notify the department of the name and contact information of such liaison. Such liaison shall advise veterans within such agency of benefits and services available to veterans at such agency and employee personnel policies applicable to veterans at such agency. At the request of the department, the head of each city agency shall make such liaison available to confer with and receive periodic training from department. The department shall post on its website the names of persons designated to act as such liaison within each agency.

    
§ 5.   This local law shall take effect ninety days after its enactment into law.
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