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Oversight: Needs and Concerns of Veterans in New York City
Introduction
On April 20, 2009, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member James Sanders, Jr., will hold an oversight hearing on the needs and concerns of veterans in New York City.  Those invited to testify in include the Mayor’s Office on Veterans Affairs, as well as military veterans and representatives from veterans service organizations, and veterans support groups.

Background
New York City is home to approximately 270,000 veterans, according to the United State Department of Veterans Affairs.
  Of these veterans, approximately, 226,000 are male and 44,000 are female.
  The age of veterans in New York City breaks down in the following manner: about 22,090 of these veterans are over the age of 85; 92,200 are between the ages of 65 and 84; 83,000 are between the ages of 45 and 64; and approximately 40,000 are between the ages of 17 and 44.
  In the greater New York City area, there are an estimated 1.3 million veterans, more than in any other metropolitan area.
   
Of the five boroughs, Queens has the largest number of veterans, with an estimated 67,000 veterans residing there. Brooklyn has the second highest number of veterans totaling nearly 58,000, followed by Manhattan where about 47,000 veterans reside.  There are nearly 40,000 veterans in the Bronx and nearly 26,000 veterans in Staten Island.
  The increasing numbers of women veterans is evident in the New York City population data. Over twenty percent of veterans between the ages of 17 and 45 are female, while only two percent of veterans between the ages of 45 and 64 are female.

 In addition to the veterans who currently reside in New York City, it is expected that thousands of veterans will be returning to New York City from service in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Therefore, the City must be prepared to understand the needs and concerns of both the veterans who currently reside here and those returning.
Needs and Concerns of Veterans in New York City
The needs of different groups of veterans vary depending on their age, whether and when they served overseas, and what kind of support network they may have in place when readjusting to civilian life.  For veterans returning from current wars overseas, the added challenges presented by mental and physical disabilities have been widely documented.  Compared to those returning from combat service in previous wars, a greater percentage of service members who are returning from current wars are injured.  In the past, more wounded soldiers died of their injuries.  For example, in the Iraq war, 91 percent of those who are injured survive.
  In comparison, during Vietnam, only 76 percent of injured soldiers survived.
  In particular, many of the survivors from the current conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan suffer from traumatic brain injury (TBI), which has been widely reported due to the challenges it presents to veterans and their families.
  

According to the American Academy of Neurology (AAN), TBI has become the signature wound for soldiers involved in the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan.
 According to the Joint Theater Trauma Registry, compiled by the U.S. Army Institute of Surgical Research, 22% of the wounded soldiers from the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts who have passed through the military’s Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany had injuries to the head, face, or neck.
  Many veterans’ advocacy groups have expressed concerns that not enough is being done to screen, assess and treat those who may have TBI.  The VA New York City facilities do not have TBI specific programs.  
In addition to TBI, many military returnees face a number of psychological challenges.  For example, multiple tours and little rest between deployments have increased the cumulative effects of the stress of combat.
  Recent findings have estimated that nearly one-in-three Iraq veterans and one-in-nine Afghanistan veterans will face serious mental health issues, such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and readjustment difficulties.
  PTSD is one of the most common mental health disorders found among returning war veterans.
  Rates for Iraq veterans with PTSD are higher than the rates of occurrence for Vietnam veterans.
  PTSD can take months or even years to manifest, and the numbers will more than likely continue to rise.
 

Other psychological challenges faced by veterans occur as a result of shifting from an adaptive, nonstop, combat-ready, hyper-vigilant state to average daily life.  After many months in a war zone, in which the threat to life and limb is continually reinforced by surprise attacks, direct assaults, deaths of colleagues, inadvertent civilian casualties and narrow escapes, it can be very difficult to settle into a quiet domestic lifestyle.
  These psychological issues can also impact families and communities, in addition to veterans themselves.   
It is also important to note that the Army Suicide Event Report, which tracks suicide attempts and completions, and the factors involved, indicates that Army suicide rates are at the highest levels in three decades.
  In 2008, at least 128 soldiers killed themselves, with yet more deaths under investigation.
  

The myriad of issues that arise as a result of military service take a toll on military personnel and their families and, some say, will soon be stressing the mental health systems in that are in place in New York City. Advocates are concerned that the VA is not prepared for the increase in need, and that, as a result, many veterans will choose to use other medical and treatment facilities.
Recent Government Initiatives and Partnerships to Address Veterans’ Needs  
As the City seeks to support both veterans who live in New York City and those returning from overseas, some recent initiatives and partnerships that address veterans’ needs at the State and City level are noteworthy.  For example, as many men and women have education needs after completing their military service, in 2008, the State implemented a tuition benefits program for veterans.  Starting in the fall of 2008, tuition awards for veterans who attend the City University of New York have been set at 98% of the cost of tuition or up to $4,287.50 under this tuition benefits program.
 
In addition to education needs, housing is also an area of concern for many New York City veterans.  There is much debate about the numbers of homeless veterans in New York City.  As reported by The New York Times, the New York City Department of Homeless Services reports that there are approximately 1,200 homeless veterans; however, estimates range up to as many as 3,500.
  Based upon the estimates and the expected return of thousands of soldiers from overseas in the midst of a recession, the City has taken steps to address growing housing needs.  In addition to upgrading shelter facilities, the City is building two apartment buildings for veterans in close proximity to a United States Veterans Affairs Medical Center in the Bronx.
In addition, the New York City Department of Homeless Services has partnered with the United States Department of Veterans Affairs to address housing issues through The Outreach and Rehabilitation Center for Homeless Veterans, known as Project Torch.
  Project Torch will match veterans with long-term and short-term housing and other support services located in a VA Community-Based Outpatient Clinic in Manhattan.  The support services available will include medical and mental health treatment, case management, benefits counseling, and other education and support groups.
 Some advocates note that this unique partnership between the City and federal government has potential to be a model for services in other cities.

Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Veteran’s Committee will examine the current needs and concerns of the City’s veterans.  The Committee will explore gaps in services that currently exist at the federal and State level and how the City might better assist today’s veterans.
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