






















Chapter 75: Department of Veterans' Services 

Section 3100. Department; commissioner. 

There shall be a department of veterans' services, the head of which shall be the commissioner of veterans' services. The 
commissioner may appoint deputies within available appropriations. 

(LL 2015/113, 12/10/2015, eff. 4/8/2016) 

Section 3101. Definition. 

As used in this chapter, the following term has the following meaning:  

Veteran. The term "veteran" means a person who serves or has served in the active military service, including the navy, 
coast guard, air force, marines, army, space force, and their respective national guard or reserve components, regardless 
of discharge status or time served. "Veteran" also means a person who serves or has served in the United States public 
health service or as a commissioned member of the national oceanic and atmospheric administration. 

(LL 2015/113, 12/10/2015, eff. 4/8/2016; Am. LL. 2022/019, 1/9/2022, eff. 5/9/2022) 

Section 3102. Powers and duties. 

a. Except as otherwise provided by law, the commissioner shall have such powers as provided by the commissioner of 
the state department of veterans' services 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 the city, 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 commissioner shall also assist families of members of the reserve
components of the armed forces and the organized militia ordered into active duty to ensure that they are made aware of
and are receiving all appropriate support available to them. The department also shall perform such other duties as may be 
assigned by the state commissioner of the department of veterans' services.

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. 

(LL 2015/113, 12/10/2015, eff. 4/8/2016; Am. 2019 N.Y. Laws Ch. 56, 4/12/2019, eff. 4/12/2019; Am. 2022 N.Y. Laws Ch. 
56, 4/9/2022, eff. 4/1/2022) 

Section 3103. Veterans' advisory board. 

a. There shall be a veterans' advisory board consisting of 13 members, 11 of whom shall be veterans and two of whom
shall be immediate family members, spouses or domestic partners, survivors, or caregivers of veterans. Of these 13 
members, seven shall be appointed by the mayor, including one immediate family member, spouse or domestic partner, 
survivor or caregiver of a veteran, and six shall be appointed by the speaker of the council, including one immediate family 
member, spouse or domestic partner, survivor or caregiver of a veteran. Of these 13 members, there shall be at least 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. 

b. 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 chair and one such member to serve as 
vice chair, 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 within 120 days from the date such vacancy occurred. A member appointed to fill a 
vacancy shall serve for the balance of the unexpired term. 

c. The advisory board shall:

1. Advise the commissioner on all matters concerning veterans;

2. Hold at least one meeting open to the public in each borough on an annual basis, with notice of each public
meeting provided in accordance with the public notice requirements of article 7 of the public officers law except with 



respect to those requirements provided in section 31-105 of the administrative code, and with each public meeting 
recorded and broadcast in accordance with subdivision d of section 1063 of the charter; 

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. Such
annual report should include policy and legislative recommendations for the department of veterans' services and the 
council. 

d. The department shall maintain on its website and regularly update a list of all members appointed to serve on the 
veterans' advisory board, including information about each member's term, appointing official and any additional 
information deemed by the department to be relevant. 

(LL. 2015/113, 12/10/2015, eff. 4/8/2016; Am. LL. 2022/019, 1/9/2022, eff. 5/9/2022)  



 
 

TESTIMONY BEFORE THE CITY COUNCIL COMMITTEE ON VETERANS 
 

Chair Holden and to the honorable members of the committee, thank you for the opportunity to 
provide testimony today. Submitting this testimony is Makedah Salmond, Project Director of the 
Veterans Assistance Project at the City Bar Justice Center, which is a nonprofit, civil legal aid 
affiliate of the New York City Bar Association. The Veterans Assistance Project (VAP) provides 
veterans and their survivors living at or below the poverty line in New York City with pro bono 
legal assistance on a variety of issues, principally those related to disability claims before the 
U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). VAP is dedicated to empowering veterans and their 
families to reach financial stability by providing legal advice, advocacy, and representation to 
veterans who are experiencing poverty and facing other systemic barriers related to their claims 
for benefits. VAP partners with over 60 law firms and corporate legal departments and has 
trained over 470 pro bono attorneys to provide counsel and representation to veterans and their 
survivors. In recent years VAP has provided legal assistance to more than 3,000 veterans in New 
York City and secured approximately $10 million in retroactive benefits in addition to more than 
$340,000 in ongoing monthly benefits.  
 

Cultural Issues that Affect Veterans 
Nonprofit legal services providers that serve veterans need increased funding to better meet the 
legal needs of veterans. Organizations that serve veterans must have familiarity with military and 
veteran culture to provide veterans and their families with competent legal representation.  
 
Veterans who are members of underrepresented groups, including BIPOC and women, also bring 
a unique perspective and unique struggles that must be accounted for. Due to the inherent 
discretion involved in military justice, BIPOC service members face discipline and ‘bad paper’ 
discharge at disproportionate rates which cause them to be more likely to be denied veteran 
benefits, increasing their vulnerability to poverty.1 Veterans with “Other than Honorable” 
discharges make up 15% of the homeless veteran population despite being only 3% of the total 
veteran population.2  According to Connecticut Veterans Legal Center, the rate at which these 
discharges, which make veterans presumptively ineligible for VA benefits, are issued has 
skyrocketed since the 2000s, despite rates of misconduct not increasing in parallel, with the data 
also showing that mental health issues, sexual trauma, sexual, gender, and racial discrimination 

 
1 Don Christensen & Yelena Tsilker, “Racial Disparities in Military Justice,” May 5, 2017. 
2 Jeremy R. Bedford, “Other Than Honorable Discharges: Unfair and Unjust Life Sentences of Decreased 
Earning Capacity,” University of Pennsylvania Journal of Law & Public Affairs, 732, last visited January 6, 
2025. 

https://www.protectourdefenders.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/Report_20.pdf
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa


 
being common markers for veterans who receive an OTH discharge.3  Women veterans, as well 
as veterans who identify as LGBTQ face disproportionately higher rates of sexual assault in the 
military, which is a significant contributor to PTSD rates among those veterans.4,5 Since the 
early 2000s, approximately 13% of veterans leaving the military have received an OTH 
discharge.6 

Veteran Specific Legal Expertise 
Many veterans are unaware of forms of relief that are available to them. Approximately 85% of 
veterans who receive an OTH discharge are ineligible for VA benefits.7 However, it is possible 
for veterans to regain their eligibility. For example, in recent years changes to laws and 
regulations have increased opportunities for benefits ineligible veterans to become eligible 
through discharge upgrades. Veterans discharged under Don’t Ask Don’t Tell, or whose 
discharge is attributable to undiagnosed mental health issues such as PTSD or military sexual 
trauma, can pursue a discharge upgrade to attain an Honorable or General discharge and become 
eligible for all VA benefits. Veterans who do not qualify for a discharge upgrade can still regain 
VA eligibility through a ’character of discharge review’ conducted by the VA. However, many 
veterans are not aware of these options. Lack of access to these benefits, along with the stigma 
associated with a ‘bad paper’ discharge contributes to the poverty rates of these veterans. 
Veterans’ benefits are often more generous than other comparable federal, state, and local 
programs; increasing access to VA benefits reduces burdens on other programs.  
 
Fully utilizing these programs requires providers with expertise in veterans' practice, otherwise 
opportunities to apply for specialized aid can be missed. Legal services organizations like VAP 
are qualified to assist veterans and their families in applying for benefits. For example, VAP has 
assisted survivors of veterans to apply for Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC), a 
VA benefit that assists surviving family members of certain disabled veterans. This aid can help, 
for example, a surviving spouse remain self-sufficient without the assistance of their deceased 
spouse’s disability benefits. Without DIC benefits, these survivors would be forced to rely on 
other forms of assistance and may face financial instability. This assistance has helped surviving 

 
3 Connecticut Veterans Legal Center, “Discretionary Injustice,” last visited January 7, 2025. 
4 Department of Defense, 2023 Workplace and Gender Relations Survey of Military Members, last visited 
January 6, 2025. 
5 Ashley C. Schuyler et al., “Experiences of Sexual Harassment, Stalking, and Sexual Assault During Military 
Service Among LGBT and Non-LGBT Service Members,” 33(3) J. Traumatic Stress (June 2020): 257-266. 
6 Jeremy R. Bedford, “Other Than Honorable Discharges: Unfair and Unjust Life Sentences of Decreased 
Earning Capacity,” University of Pennsylvania Journal of Law & Public Affairs, 694, last visited January 6, 
2025. 
7 Jeremy R. Bedford, “Other Than Honorable Discharges: Unfair and Unjust Life Sentences of Decreased 
Earning Capacity,” University of Pennsylvania Journal of Law & Public Affairs, 704, last visited January 6, 
2025. 
 

https://ctveteranslegal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Discretionary-Injustice-Report.pdf
https://cg-872b0f53-3ed8-4ee5-8078-10a830db319c.s3-us-gov-west-1.amazonaws.com/opa.mil-production1/uploads/refinery/opa/asset/upload/3175/WGR2301_RT.pdf?X-Amz-Expires=600&X-Amz-Date=20250106T204930Z&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAR7FXZINYEQ536HOW%2F20250106%2Fus-gov-west-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=ab31170c0ce4dc20b6f204f7d0cf3794f841d8a023c45a241526c9965ef6ddec
https://cg-872b0f53-3ed8-4ee5-8078-10a830db319c.s3-us-gov-west-1.amazonaws.com/opa.mil-production1/uploads/refinery/opa/asset/upload/3175/WGR2301_RT.pdf?X-Amz-Expires=600&X-Amz-Date=20250106T204930Z&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAR7FXZINYEQ536HOW%2F20250106%2Fus-gov-west-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=ab31170c0ce4dc20b6f204f7d0cf3794f841d8a023c45a241526c9965ef6ddec
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa
https://scholarship.law.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1085&context=jlpa


 
spouses remain in their homes and continue their lives after the death of their disabled veteran 
family member. With increased funding, VAP would be able to reach more clients and train 
more volunteers to represent clients before the VA.  
 

New York Lacks Sufficient Civil Legal Services Programs to Meet the Needs of Veterans 
Due to the sheer number of veterans in New York, organizations that serve veterans do not have 
the resources to meet all their needs without additional funding. Currently, most veteran legal 
services in New York are offered through non-profit legal organizations like VAP, funded 
through various public and private grants. However, even though organizations in New York 
City assist many veterans, there are veterans who cannot be helped due to a lack of funding or 
resources. This includes limits to the scope of service that some organizations provide due to 
budget concerns, staffing limitations, and other difficulties inherent to the non-profit space.  
 
Existing programs to fund legal service organizations that assist veterans often fall short, either 
due to a lack of funding or due to strict eligibility requirements. In 2023, the VA launched the 
Legal Services for Homeless Veterans and Veterans-At-Risk for Homelessness Grants (LSV-H), 
which offered $11.5 million in total grants to bolster support for homeless veterans in a wide 
variety of legal situations. However, there are over 16 million veterans in the United States, with 
many not being eligible for this aid. While this funding will be useful for serving a portion of the 
veteran population, many veterans are ineligible for the aid, either due to their discharge status or 
due to financial ineligibility. LSV-H funds can only be used on veterans who fit the federal 
regulatory definition of homeless or at-risk for homelessness. While that type of support is 
needed, the struggles of veterans who do not fit into any one specific box, which is why grant 
programs with strict eligibility requirements can fail to meet all the needs of the veteran 
population. On the other hand, there is currently a proposed program Legal Services for 
Veterans—Legal Assistance for Access to VA Programs (LSV-A) that makes nearly all veterans 
eligible for legal assistance, but only for programs related to the VA or discharge upgrades. For 
organizations that hope to help veterans in their other unmet legal needs, the LSV-A funding 
scheme exposes a gap that leaves some veterans without access to legal assistance because they 
do not fall into any of the right buckets. For that reason, municipalities with large veteran 
populations like New York City should increase funding to fill in these gaps by granting legal 
service organizations funds that can be used to assist veterans in any reasonable way. 
 
While VAP is focused on practice before the VA, helping veterans access benefits increases their 
overall wellbeing. Ensuring that a veteran or their survivor is receiving all income and benefits 
they are entitled to can help them remain housed, pay for childcare, or pursue an education. 
Directly increasing the funds available to legal service organizations and allowing them to use 



 
those funds to best serve the veteran community will relieve the burden on other aspects of our 
social safety net and improve outcomes for veterans.  
 

Conclusion 
On behalf of the City Bar Justice Center’s Veterans Assistance Project, I encourage the members 
of the City Council Committee on Veterans to support increased funding to legal service 
providers focused on assisting New York City’s military and veteran population. 
Comprehensive, culturally sensitive, veteran focused civil legal services can be life changing for 
New York City’s veteran population. The programs can ensure access to benefits, homelessness 
prevention, economic security, and family cohesion for New Yorkers who sacrificed on behalf of 
our country at the time they are most in need. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
By:_________________________ 
Makedah K. Salmond  
City Bar Justice Center  
42 West 44th Street  
New York, NY 10036  
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Testimony of Bryan Ellicott-Cook 

Director of Government Relations, SAGE 

Before the New York City Council Committee on Veterans 

Hearing on T2025-2914: The New York City Veterans Advisory Board 

January 22, 2025 

 

 

My name is Bryan Ellicott-Cook and as Director of Government Relations. I am here on behalf of SAGE and our 

SAGEVets program, a dedicated initiative supporting LGBTQ+ older veterans. SAGE has worked for over four 

decades to advocate for and support LGBTQ+ older adults, ensuring their voices are heard, their needs are 

met, and their dignity is upheld. 

 

I appreciate the opportunity to testify today on the critical role of the New York City Veterans Advisory Board 

(VAB) and to highlight ways it can better serve the diverse community of veterans who call this city home. 

The VAB is unique in its structure and purpose. Comprised of 13 veteran leaders appointed by the Mayor or 

the Speaker of the New York City Council, it represents all five boroughs and it plays an essential role in 

advising the NYC Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS) on veteran-related issues. Its main activities include 

holding quarterly meetings, submitting annual reports, and cultivating active communication between 

veterans, their families, and the services available to them. 

 

One of the VAB’s signature achievements—the 2008 Veteran Liaison Requirement—demonstrates the Board’s 

power to enact meaningful change. By requiring all city agencies to designate a senior member responsible for 

coordination with DVS, the VAB has streamlined services and created critical pathways for information-sharing 

and problem-solving. 

 

However, to build on its success and to ensure the Board remains inclusive and impactful, I respectfully offer 

the following recommendations: 

 

1. Expand Outreach to Underrepresented Veterans: 

The VAB must actively engage with underrepresented communities, particularly LGBTQ+ veterans, 

veterans of color, women, and older veterans. Public sessions and quarterly meetings should prioritize 

outreach to these groups to ensure their experiences and challenges are fully understood and 

addressed. 
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2. Diversify Membership: 

While the VAB’s borough representation is admirable, it must also reflect the diversity of the veterans 

 it serves. Members with lived experiences as LGBTQ+ veterans, caregivers, and advocates for older 

 veterans would bring invaluable perspectives to the Board’s deliberations and priorities. 

 

3. Leverage Community Partnerships: 

As part of its commitment to fostering communication, the VAB should deepen relationships with 

 community-based organizations like SAGE. Collaborative efforts can amplify the voices of underserved 

 populations and create targeted solutions to address issues like social isolation, access to healthcare, 

 and navigating complex benefits systems. 

 

4. Expand Public Education Efforts: 

The VAB’s regular public sessions provide a unique opportunity to educate veterans and their families 

 about available services. Expanding outreach efforts and providing detailed reports on the challenges 

 and successes raised during these sessions will help the broader community understand the Board’s 

 impact. 

 

5. Champion LGBTQ+ Inclusion: 

The VAB can take the lead in advocating for cultural competency training across all city agencies, 

 ensuring that service providers understand the unique needs of LGBTQ+ veterans, particularly as they 

 age. 

 

Finally, I encourage all veterans, their family members, and caregivers to participate in the VAB’s upcoming 

public sessions. These sessions, such as the February 26th meeting in Manhattan and others throughout the 

year, are vital forums for sharing experiences, asking questions, and fostering connection. SAGE would be 

honored to collaborate with the VAB in future sessions to help elevate the voices of LGBTQ+ veterans and 

their families. 

 

On behalf of SAGE and SAGEVets, I thank you for your continued commitment to our veterans and for working 

to ensure that no one is left behind. We stand ready to support the VAB and the NYC Department of Veterans’ 

Services in advancing equity, inclusion, and dignity for all who have served. 
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