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Introduction 

On December 10, 2007, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Hiram Monserrate, will hold a hearing to address homelessness among military veterans in New York City. Those invited to testify include Roger K. Newman, Commissioner, Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs; Robert V. Hess, Commissioner of the New York City Department of Homeless Services; George P. Basher, Director, New York State Division of Veteran’s Affairs; as well as veterans’ service organizations, military veterans and support groups.

Background

Veterans returning from active duty often face an array of problems during the transition from a military to a civilian lifestyle. Multiple tours and little rest between deployments have increased the stress of combat for those currently serving. 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
.  These factors can increase the chances of a veteran becoming homeless, especially if compounded by a lack of family and social support networks.
  

Estimates of the number of veterans among the United States’ homeless population range from 23%-40%
.  According to statistics compiled by the United States Department of Veterans’ Affairs (VA), nearly one-third of the nation’s adult homeless population has served in the United States Armed Forces.
  Approximately 196,000 veterans are living on the streets or in shelters on any given night, and perhaps twice as many experience homelessness at some point during the course of a year..
 In addition, many other veterans are considered near homeless or at risk of homelessness because of their poverty, lack of support from family and friends, or dismal living conditions, including living in cheap hotels or in overcrowded or substandard housing
.  

According to the VA, almost all homeless military veterans are male; the vast majority of homeless veterans are single; most homeless veterans are from poor, disadvantaged backgrounds; more than half (56%) of homeless veterans are African-American or Hispanic; and homeless veterans are more educated than homeless persons with no military background.
 As is the case with the general homeless population, approximately 45% of homeless military veterans suffer from mental illness, and more than 70% suffer from substance abuse problems.
 Although homeless veterans have served in different wars, Vietnam era veterans represent the highest population of homeless vets, with their numbers greater than the number of service persons who died during that war.
   

In November 2007, the National Alliance to End Homelessness issued a report calculating the number of New York State homeless veterans at more than 21,000
, with the VA estimating that there could be 10,000 in New York City alone
.  The VA has reported that hundreds of Iraq/Afghanistan veterans are homeless nationwide, and some advocates are concerned that there will be many more to follow.
  Some troubling signs include a large number of veterans who served after 9/11 who are currently paying too much for rent, and a large number of troops returning from Iraq and Afghanistan with Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and PTSD.
 
Services

The VA offers a variety of programs designed to assist homeless military veterans.
 The VA’s programs include: aggressive outreach to those veterans living on streets and in shelters who otherwise would not seek assistance; clinical assessment and referral to needed medical treatment for physical and psychiatric disorders, including substance abuse; long-term sheltered transitional assistance; case management, rehabilitation, and employment assistance; and linkages with available income supports and permanent housing.
 


Other federal government agencies also offer programs specifically designed to assist homeless military veterans. For example, the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), in conjunction with veteran service organizations, created a Veteran Resource Center that is designed to increase military veterans’ knowledge of and participation in a variety of HUD homeless assistance programs and services for veterans and other individuals who are homeless or at risk of becoming homeless.
 

Within New York State, the VA administers programs for veterans from a network of facilities located throughout the State.
 Additional programs and initiatives designed to assist homeless military veterans can be found in government operated veterans’ affairs offices at the state and local levels, veteran service organizations and housing advocacy and other nonprofit groups.
  

Within New York City, the Salvation Army of Greater New York is under contract with the New York City Department of Homeless Services (DHS) to provide shelter for homeless military veterans.
 The Salvation Army Borden Avenue Veterans Residence (BAVR) is a shelter specifically for homeless veterans and is designed to house 410 persons.
 BAVR operates 24 hours a day, seven days a week and has a service staff of 117 employees.

New York City Housing Agreement


On December 21, 2006, Mayor Michael Bloomberg, then VA Secretary Jim Nicholson, and DHS Commissioner Robert V. Hess announced an agreement between the City of New York and the VA to help end veteran homelessness in the City.
 According to the agreement, the VA and DHS would place 100 veterans into permanent housing within 100 days of the agreement’s execution.
 


The VA and DHS convened a Task Force that was to report back within 100 days with a strategic plan to end veteran homelessness in New York City.
 The Task Force, which had its first meeting on December 21, 2006, was charged with developing a long-term strategy for new joint VA-New York City street outreach teams and a new joint VA-New York City homeless intake center.
 Under the new plan, additional health care, mental health treatment, and substance abuse treatment are to be provided to eligible military veterans.
 The Task Force included community agencies and veterans service organizations with expertise in serving homeless veterans.
 


In February 2007, the Committee on Veterans, along with the Committee on General Welfare, conducted a joint hearing to examine the agreement between DHS and the VA.  At that time, DHS Commissioner Hess testified that the Task Force would issue a report with recommendations as how best to achieve the goal of ending homelessness among veterans. The Commissioner stated that 70 veterans had been placed in permanent housing, and they were well on the way of meeting the goal of placing 100 veterans within the 100-day period.  The Committee has not seen the report of the Task Force but has been informed by Administration staff that the goal of placing 100 vets in 100 days was met. 

Conclusion 

It is a sad reality that veterans make up a disproportionate share of the homeless population.  While veterans represent only 11 percent of the United States’ civilian population 18 years and older, they are between 23-40 percent of the nation’s homeless population.
  Too many New York City veterans are either homeless, or at risk of being so. New York City has one of the most expensive housing markets in the United States, which contributes to the homeless problem for military veterans trying to survive in this City.

 Today, the Committee will hear testimony regarding the status of the veterans housing initiative of the VA and DHS; whether there are any plans to continue or expand this effort; the current level of services being offered to homeless veterans in New York City; and the findings of the report of the VA/DHS Task Force. The Committee remains committed to New York City’s veterans and will continue to explore ways to improve services offered to our brave military men and women upon their return home.  
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