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INTRODUCTION


On May 16, 2006, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by the Honorable Hiram Monserrate, will hold an oversight hearing to review government benefits for veterans and how these benefits are accessed. This hearing will focus in particular on access to federal and state veterans’ benefits. Those invited to testify include representatives from the Federal Veterans Administration, the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs, and the New York City Mayor’s Office of Veteran’s Affairs.

BACKGROUND


I.
Federal Benefits

Veterans of the United States Armed Forces are eligible for a range of programs and services provided by the federal Department of Veterans Affairs (VA).  Eligibility for many VA benefits is based upon discharge from active military service under other than dishonorable conditions.


The VA operates the nation’s largest integrated health care system with more than 1,300 sites, including hospitals, community clinics, nursing homes, counseling centers, and various other facilities. Most veterans are granted access to the VA health care system by applying for enrollment at any VA health care facility or regional benefits office. Veterans who are granted access to the VA health care system can receive services at VA facilities anywhere in the country.

Veterans who are 50 percent or more disabled from service related conditions, unemployable due to service connected conditions or receiving care for a service related disability receive priority in hospital or medical appointments. Veterans who served in combat locations during active military service after November 11, 1998 are eligible for free health care services for conditions potentially related to combat service for two years following separation from active duty.


Another benefit many veterans may be entitled to is disability compensation for veterans with service connected disabilities. Disability compensation is a monetary benefit paid to veterans who are disabled by an injury or disease that was incurred or aggravated during active military service. These disabilities are considered to be service related and the compensation varies with the degree of disability and the number of dependants. This compensation is paid monthly and not subject to federal or state income tax. 


Military veterans with low incomes who are permanently and totally disabled, or who are age 65 and older, may be eligible for monetary support if they have 90 days or more of active military service, at least one day of which was during a period of war. Payments are made to bring the veteran’s total income, including other retirement or Social Security income, to a level set by Congress. For example, a veteran without dependants in 2006 would receive a maximum annual pension of $10,579. A veteran with one dependant would receive an annual pension of $13,855.


Veterans may also be eligible for education benefits under the Montgomery GI Bill. VA education benefits may be used while on active duty or after separation from active duty. All participants must have a high school diploma, equivalency certificate, or completed 12 credit hours toward a college degree before applying for benefits. As of October 1, 2005, the rate for full-time training in a college, technical or vocational school is $1,034 a month for students who served three or more years in the military or two years plus four years in the reserves.


The VA offers home loan guarantees. VA home loan guarantees are issued to help eligible service members, veterans, reservists and unmarried surviving spouses obtain homes, condominiums, and manufactured homes, and to refinance loans. A VA guarantee helps protect lenders from loss if the borrower fails to repay the loan. Applicants must have a good credit rating and agree to live on the property. 

Active duty members of the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines and Coast Guard are automatically insured under the Servicemembers’ Group Life Insurance for $400,000. Veterans discharged from active duty under conditions other than dishonorable and service members who die while on active duty, as well as spouses and dependant children of veterans and active duty service members, may also be eligible for VA burial and memorial benefits.

II. State Benefits

The New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs was created in 1945 as part of the Executive Department to assist veterans, members of the armed forces, and their families and dependants in securing military benefits. Today, the State Division of Veterans’ Affairs serves as an advocate for veterans and provides access to State subsidized veterans benefits. Eligibility for these State benefits, like benefits on the federal level, is based on discharge from active military service under other than dishonorable conditions.

Among the benefits that the State offers to veterans are certain benefits relating to State employment positions.  Specifically, a ten-point additional credit preference toward an original State employment appointment is available to disabled wartime veterans. Five additional points are available for wartime service and two and a half points are available to veterans taking State employee promotional exams. Moreover, job retention rights with respect to State employment positions are applicable not only to veterans, but also to spouses of totally disabled veterans.

Other State benefits available to veterans include the New York State Blind Annuity, which is available to visually impaired wartime veterans and certain unremarried spouses. The 2005 rate for the blind annuity was an annual total sum of $1,027. The State also provides Thruway permits free to seriously disabled veterans, and State property tax exemptions to veterans who qualify. In addition, New York State provides up to $1,000 per semester for full-time study or $500 per semester for part-time study to veterans who served in either Vietnam, the Persian Gulf, or Afghanistan. 

The State also provides certain long-term care and other health benefits to veterans and their families. For example, a 242-bed veterans home operated by the State Department of Health in Oxford, New York, is available to veterans, spouses of veterans, and certain parents of veterans. The State Department of Health also operates a 250-bed facility at St. Albans, Queens, a 126-bed facility in Batavia, New York and a 250–bed facility in Montrose, Westchester County. A 350-bed veterans home is located on the campus of the State University of New York at Stony Brook, Long Island, and is operated by the University’s Health Science Center. The State provides health related care and skilled nursing services at all State facilities. The admission preference is based on the severity of illness or disability. 

Burial expense allowances are also available for indigent New York veterans and certain family members. A supplemental burial allowance of up to $6,000 is authorized for certain military personnel killed in combat on or after September 29, 2003.


III.
Accessing Veteran Benefits
According to some advocates, many veterans, unfortunately, are not aware of all the federal or State benefits to which they may be entitled.
  In addition, some veterans are also unaware of where they may access veterans benefits they are entitled to, and have complained that they are unable to receive appropriate aid from certain government agencies.

According to the 2005 VA annual budget report, the VA has some shortcomings regarding the timely provision of benefits to veterans which need to be addressed. For example, on average, the VA takes approximately 167 days to process compensation and pension applications.
 In addition, on average, the VA takes 33 days to process education claims
 and 57 days to process a claim for the reimbursement of burial expenses.
   The VA attributes these delays to the ongoing hostilities in Afghanistan and Iraq, which in general have led to an increase in the overall number of benefit claims which need to be processed.

At a Veterans Committee hearing held on April 28, 2006, a representative from the Coalition for Veterans In Pain and Distress testified that in his opinion, agencies at the City, State, and federal level are not capable to provide veterans services in any meaningful way. Currently, there are only two field offices and one central office of the State Division of Veterans’ Affairs for the entire State of New York.  The lack of field office locations on the State level many contribute to a lack of services reaching New York City’s veterans. 

The City of New York has a Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), the main purposes of which are to advise the Mayor on issues and projects impacting the veterans’ community,
 and offer information and make referrals for veterans and members of the military who may require assistance from the VA and the State Office of Veterans’ Affairs. MOVA, therefore, is charged with providing New York City veterans with assistance in accessing available benefits.
 However, veteran advocates have testified at prior Council hearings that MOVA has refused to help veterans in the past, and is so poorly funded that it is unable to help veterans in any positive way.
 







� The Department of Veteran Affairs 2006 edition of Federal Benefits for Veterans and Dependants and the 2005 Veterans Affairs Budget Report  were the primary sources for all information regarding federal veteran benefits within this report.


� The New York State Division of Veterans Affairs website (� HYPERLINK "http://www.veterans.state.ny.us/benefits.htm" ��www.veterans.state.ny.us/benefits.htm�) was the primary source


 for all information regarding State veteran benefits within this report.


� Testimony of Joseph A. Bello, received at the New York City Council Veterans Committee Hearing of April 28, 2006.


� Testimony of Johnnie White, received at the New York City Council Veterans Committee Hearing of April 28, 2006.


� 2005 Veterans Affairs Budget Report.


� Id.


� Id.


� 2005 Veterans Affairs Budget Report.


� http://www.nyc.gov/html/vets/html/home/home.shtml


� http://www.nyc.gov/html/vets/html/home/home.shtml


� Testimony of Joseph A. Bello, received at the New York City Council Veterans Committee Hearing of April 28, 2006.
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