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INTRODUCTION

On January 22, 2019, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Chaim Deutsch, heard and voted on legislation on requiring the Department of Veterans Services (DVS) to report on various agency performance standards. Proposed Int. No. 1118-A, sponsored by Council Member Deutsch, would specifically require DVS to submit an annual report to the council and post on its website such information as the services the agency provides in their offices and in the field and the number, titles, and responsibilities of their employees. This report would also include an accounting of the number of veterans who have inquired about DVS’s services, those who have received services from DVS, as well as how veterans and their families learn about the services provided by the agency. 
A hearing on the bill was previously held on October 23, 2018. At that hearing, the Committee heard from representatives from DVS, service providers, and advocates.
On January 22, 2019, the Committee on Veterans passed Proposed Int. No. 1118-A by a vote of five in the affirmative and zero in the negative, with zero abstentions.

BACKGROUND
Veterans’ Benefits and Federal, State, and Local Services
Veterans have access to benefits at all levels of government. On the federal level, through the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), the federal government provides free and low-cost medical care, subsidized tuition, and low-interest home loans to former servicemembers.
 On the state level, the New York State Division of Veterans’ Affairs (NYSDVA) provides free advising for federal benefits, discharge characterization upgrade assistance, and annuities for Gold Star Parents and visually impaired veterans.
 Locally, DVS, which has offices in all five boroughs, provides veterans assistance through four primary program areas: Central Administration, Community Outreach, Homelessness Prevention, and Mental Health.
 Within these areas, DVS’ responsibilities and activities include expanding education and career opportunities through a network of public, private, and non-profit partners, and ensuring that veterans can access benefits, resources, and services on the local, state, and federal levels. DVS initiates and manages projects pertaining to Whole Health and Community Resilience (WHCR), Housing and Support Service (HSS), and City Employment, Education, Entrepreneurship Events, and Engagement (CE5).
 Public-private partnerships have also been an area of focus for DVS, which established NYServes, an online portal that allows veterans and their families to access public, private and non-profit housing and emergency service providers.

The WHCR team at DVS connects veterans and their families with programs such as the Hidden Heroes Initiative, which raises awareness about the challenges that military caregivers face, and training such as Mental Health First Aid for Veterans. The HSS team works with DVS’ Aftercare Coordinator to refer veterans to community-based, state, and federal organizations and ensure that veterans can maintain their wellbeing, stability, and autonomy after staying in shelter.
 Between March 2016 and May 2017, DVS held more than 300 community outreach events and provided one-on-one assistance to more than 2,300 veterans and family members as they applied for benefits such as the GI Bill and veteran property tax exemptions.
 Other efforts to improve quality-of-life include discounted memberships for veterans at all 36 recreation centers operated by the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation.
 

Reporting Requirements and the Veterans Services Report

In order to maintain accountability for the services the City offers and the programs it undertakes, the City Council has enacted two reporting requirements pertaining to veterans’ issues. 
Local Law 24 of 2015 requires the Veterans Advisory Board (VAB), a non-partisan entity consisting of eleven veterans representing the five boroughs, to submit a report before December 31st of each year, in which the VAB summarizes its activities and offers recommendations as to how DVS can best serve former servicemenbers.
 
Pursuant to Local Law 23 of 2105, before October 18th of each year, the Mayor’s Office of Operations is also required to report on data collected from different city agencies that provide services to veterans, disaggregated by category of benefit available to veterans and by veterans’ borough of residence (the “Veterans Services Report”). The agencies included in the report include the Department of Consumer Affairs (DCA), the Department of City Administrative Services (DCAS), the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (DOHMH), the Department of Housing Preservation and Development (HPD), and the New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA).
 


The Veterans Services Report for 2017, submitted to the Council on September 28, 2018, gives an overview of different city resources that veterans have accessed for the 2014-2017 calendar years. This information helps the Council better understand the patterns and trends of veterans accessing City resources and benefits available to veterans and allows the Council to assess what services veterans find important, how well City agencies are serving this population, and where the improvements in city services may be made. 
Per the report, City data indicates that in recent years, veterans have availed themselves of a greater number of some of the services that the City offers, while demand has fallen or remained stable in other areas. 
Between calendar year (CY) 2015 and calendar year (CY) 2017, for example, the number of civil service examination applications received by DCAS from applicants claiming veterans’ credit increased by an impressive 169.95 percent, from 1,887 to 5,094.
 No information is available on how many of those applicants passed the examination or procured City positions based on their examination results. Such an increase could be attributed to outreach and education efforts; however, without more information, it is difficult to assess exactly what encouraged so many veterans to take the examination in this two-year period.

On the other hand, in the area of vending licenses, application and license numbers had only marginal fluctuation. Applications for general vending licenses received by DCA during this period fell from 499 to 372, and, similarly, the general vending licenses issued by DCA fell from 348 to 227.
 The number of fee-exempt mobile food vending licenses issued by DOHMH to veterans had a slight decrease from 398 to 354 and the food vending permits issued rose slightly from 190 to 200.
 The Committee is interested to learn more about what kinds of vending, other than food, veterans are engaging in and why these numbers have fallen.
With regard to housing, veterans’ numbers have generally been increasing. HPD processes applications from veterans for Mitchell-Lama developments, which provide City-sponsored rentals and coops for moderate and middle income households, 
 and administers vouchers for the HUD-VASH program, which combines vouchers for rental housing with VA case management services.
 The number of approved Mitchell-Lama housing applications received by HPD from veterans who identified themselves as heads of household increased from 73 to 120.
 The number of veterans residing in rental units who use HUD-VASH vouchers administered by HPD increased from 96 to 135.
Additionally, the number of veterans residing in rental units who use NYCHA-administered vouchers has increased from 2,432 to 2,527.
 This data indicates that veterans are seeking and using available vouchers and benefits to obtain housing and that a large number of veterans are renting units with the assistance of federal, state, and local government entities.  As such, the Committee is interested in firsthand accounts of veterans’ experiences with NYCHA and HPD. 
In terms of borough demographics, City data suggest that general vending licenses are largely being requested by veterans in Brooklyn (103 for CY 2017), the Bronx (91), and Queens (79) and food vending licenses are also largely being issued to Brooklyn (50), Queens (49), and the Bronx (43), with the majority of mobile food vending licenses being issued to Brooklyn veterans (97).
 Civil service examination applications claiming veterans’ credit is overwhelmingly being used by veterans in Queens (1,061) and Brooklyn (930) and, notably, those outside of NYC (1,790).
 

Finally, in terms of housing, most veterans using HUD-VASH vouchers for rental units are doing so overwhelmingly in the Bronx (71 for HPD and 1,222 used in NYCHA).
 The borough with the next highest usage of HUD-VASH in rental housing was Brooklyn (30 for HPD and 806 for NYCHA).
 The latter data is particularly interesting because it suggests great housing need, or at least usage, in the Bronx. More information is needed to determine whether that data is due to more available housing in the Bronx or for other reasons, particularly as DVS testified during a hearing before the Committee in June 2018 that the most veterans live in Queens (about 58,000) and Brooklyn (about 55,000).
 According to DVS testimony, the number of veterans residing in the Bronx is about just 37,500, which comes in behind Manhattan at about 39,000.

While the above data provide a snapshot of some of the City services being utilized by veterans in the five boroughs since CY 2014, the numbers leave far more questions about why the patterns and trends among the City’s veterans are such. The Committee thus looks forward to gaining a more comprehensive understanding of these City services offered to veterans and how they are being utilized and why.

PROPOSED INT. NO. 1118-A

Int. 1118 would require DVS to report on certain performance indicators. Specifically, the department would be required to report annually and post to its website information on the services provided by the department, the number of employees, their functional titles, and the responsibilities under each job title, the number of engagements, per month, provided by DVS and disaggregated by types of services, where the service was provided, and in what borough. The bill would also require DVS to report on the types of services veterans have been inquiring about, the methods by which DVS provides information to veterans and their families, how veterans and their families report they are learning about DVS’s services, and what kinds of field services DVS is providing each month and in each borough. 

Proposed Int. No. 1118-A would take effect immediately.
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Proposed Int. No. 1118-A

By Council Members Deutsch, Holden, Vallone and Kallos

A LOCAL LAW

..Title

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to additional reporting requirements for the department of veterans’ services

..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows: 

Section 1. Title 31 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 31-109 to read as follows:

§ 31-109 Reporting requirements. a. For the purposes of this section, the following terms have the following meanings: 

Engagements. The term “engagements” means any interactions for the purposes of providing services to veterans, caretakers, active servicemembers and their families, including those interactions in resource centers, the department’s office, or in the field.

Services. The term “services” means any activity or resource provided by the department to help veterans, including, but not limited to, providing information, offering referrals, connecting veterans with internal and external resources and any direct action taken for or on behalf of veterans.

Veteran. The term “veteran” means a person who has served in the Armed Forces,

National Guard or Reserves of the United States.

b. No later than December 15, 2019, and no later than December 15 annually thereafter, the department shall submit to the speaker of the council and post to its website an annual report regarding the department’s services and performance.

c. The annual report shall include, but need not be limited to, the following information for the prior fiscal year:

1. A list and description of the services provided by the department; 

2. The total number of employees, a list of functional titles, the number of employees in each functional title and a summary of the general responsibilities for each title;

3. The total number of engagements, per month, disaggregated by the types of services provided, whether the service was provided at the department’s office, a resource center or in the field, and borough;

4. The types of services veterans have inquired about, including through 311 calls, per month, disaggregated by type of service, and borough where applicable; 

5. The methods by which the department provides information to veterans and their families, caretakers and active servicemembers and the methods by which veterans and their families learned about the department; 

6. A list of the field services provided by the department in each borough, per month; and

7. The methods utilized by the department in calculating its report on the performance indicators herein.

§ 2. This local law takes effect immediately. 
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