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INTRODUCTION

On November 13, 2018, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Chaim Deutsch, heard and voted on three pieces of legislation, all of which are designed to provide a more comprehensive set of support services for veterans who live in New York City. Proposed Int. 391-A, sponsored by Council Member Ulrich, would require the New York City Department of Veterans’ Services (DVS) to provide counseling services to veterans seeking assistance with benefits to which they may be entitled based on their service. Proposed Int. 394-A, sponsored by Council Member Ulrich, would require DVS to establish at least one Veterans Resource Center in each borough. Finally, Proposed Int. 396-A., sponsored by Council Member Ulrich, would require DVS to maintain and periodically update a resource guide for veterans. 
A hearing on all three bills was previously held on June 19, 2018. At that hearing, the Committee heard from representatives from DVS, service providers, and advocates.
On November 13, 2018, the Committee on Veterans passed all three bills, Proposed Int. No. 391-A, Proposed Int. No. 394-A, and Proposed Int. No. 396-A by a vote of five in the affirmative and zero in the negative, with zero abstentions. 
BACKGROUND
Veterans’ Needs
Currently, approximately 20 million veterans currently live in the United States.
 Veterans are demographically diverse by age, family structure, education, and income, and, as such, display a variety of needs that cannot fully be addressed by a one-size-fits-all strategy.
 The most commonly identified veterans needs include services and supports that address: mental health needs, physical health needs, employment, and housing.
 On the other hand, barriers that decrease veterans’ access to these services, include: lack of awareness of services existing, excessive paperwork, perceived low quality of services, and the stigma attached to mental health.
 These barriers are often exacerbated by the intersection of these areas of need. For example, veterans may have trouble finding employment because they do not have stable housing and vice versa. Thus, the bills presented at this hearing seek to alleviate some of these problems by allowing for struggling veterans to receive more support, resources, and services that will help them address one or more of these areas of need.
New York State Veterans Services
Currently, in New York State, the Division of Veterans’ Affairs (VA) provides a multitude of services for veterans that address issues facing veterans, including: education, employment, compensation, health care, and housing.
 Within education, for example, the State VA offers opportunities for veterans to speak at schools through the “Veterans Speaker Program,” have their student loans deferred, earn tuition awards through the “Veterans Tuition Awards” program, and receive other scholarship opportunities like “The Fry Scholarship.”
 Within housing, the State VA has a “Homes for Veterans Program,” which provides specialized mortgages for veterans, a Supportive Housing Program that provides support for homeless veterans to retain stable housing, and numerous property tax exemptions.
 

NYC Veterans Services

According to the Office of the State Comptroller, there are approximately 200,000 veterans living in New York City: 55,899 in Brooklyn; 34,687 in the Bronx; 37,065 in Manhattan; 50,999 in Queens; and 20,148 in Staten Island.
 New York City’s veteran population represents 22.2 percent of New York State’s total veteran population of 900,000.
 
With the enactment of Local Law 113, New York City became the largest city in the country with an agency solely dedicated to those who served in uniform. DVS’ objectives include expanding education and professional opportunities for veterans through public, private, and non-profit partnerships; referring veterans to the benefits, resources and services that are available throughout the City; employing an integrative health model to promote the physical and mental wellbeing of veterans and their families; and connecting homeless veterans to permanent housing and support services. Some examples of DVS services and programming include: free tuition for veterans at CUNY, “The Veteran Entrepreneurs’ Edge,” which is a program designed to encourage veteran entrepreneurship, the Veteran Peer Coordinator (VPC) Program, which advocates for peer-to-peer counseling for homeless veterans within the housing search process, and the “Mentor a Veteran” Program.
 DVS has offices in all five boroughs to work with veterans and their families and provide the support and resources that veterans need.  
In addition to the creation of DVS, the city has also sought to address veterans’ needs by revising the affordable housing lottery rules for veterans, establishing discounted recreation center memberships for veterans, and opening Veterans Treatment Courts in Manhattan and Staten Island so that there is coverage in all five boroughs.

DVS’ operating budget for Fiscal Year (FY) 2018 is $4,418,769, 90.97 percent of which is city funds ($4,020,051) and 7.4 percent ($327,442) of which is state funds.
 Both of these represent increases over FY17, when the department’s overall budget was $3,843,222, 91.51 percent ($3,517,300) of which was funded by the city, and 8.48 percent of which ($325,922) came from the state.
 Between FY17 and FY18, DVS’ overall budget increased by 14.97 percent, and the city-funded portion by 14.41 percent. Thus, the creation of the department has led to a significant funding increase for veterans-related programs and services in the City. 
Functions of DVS

DVS has four main Program Areas: Central Administration, Community Outreach, Homelessness Prevention, and Mental Health.
 Within these four areas, the Department’s primary activities include expanding education and career opportunities through a network of public, private, and non-profit partners, ensuring that veterans can access benefits resources and services they need throughout the City, cultivating an integrative health model to ensure the physical, mental, and spiritual wellbeing of veterans and their families, and connecting homeless veterans with permanent housing and support services. 
DVS has also identified three main lines of action: Whole Health and Community Resilience (WHCR), Housing and Support Service (HSS), and City Employment, Education, Entrepreneurship Events, and Engagement (CE5).
 The WHCR team at DVS matches veterans and their families with access to programs such as VetsThriveNYC, and has engaged more than 7,000 veterans through various initiatives, such as VetsThriveNYC, to increase social engagement and help-seeking behaviors in the context of a peer-based support model.  In conjunction with the Aftercare Coordinator, the HSS team seeks to provide housing support to homeless veterans across the city. In 2018, the HSS assisted 182 veterans and prevented eviction for 17 of them.
 Community Outreach Specialists connect veterans and their families to City, State, and Federal resources. 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 between March 2016 and May 2017, as they applied for benefits such as the GI Bill and veteran property tax exemptions.
 


The three bills being voted on at this hearing would enhance the work that DVS is already doing and the services the agency is providing. 

PROPOSED INT. NO. 391-A
Counseling Services
Proposed Int. 391-A would require DVS to provide counseling services to veterans and to their spouses or domestic partners, dependents, and family members seeking assistance with federal, state, and city benefits to which they may be entitled. Services would be provided by trained staff and would include offering advice, evaluation, and information, and would be available in at least one location in each of the five boroughs, including at each veterans resource center. 

Since introduction, Proposed Int. No. 391-A was amended to extend counseling services to the spouses, domestic partners, dependents, and family members of veterans who also qualify for benefits based on that veteran’s service. The bill was also amended to specify that the counseling services provided would include advice, evaluation, and information about benefits, but not include the services described under section 14.629(b) of title 38 of the code of federal regulations. Finally, Proposed Int. No. 391-A would clarify that benefits counselors must be available at each borough veterans resource center established by Proposed Int. No. 394-A.

Proposed Int. 391-A would take effect on the same date as a local law amending the administrative code of the city of New York relating to creating veterans resource centers, as proposed in introduction number 394-A for the year 2018, takes effect.
PROPOSED INT. NO. 394-A
Veterans Resource Centers
Proposed Int. 394-A would require DVS to establish at least one Veterans Resource Center in each borough by June 1, 2019. These centers would provide veterans with free, current information on matters such as housing, public and private social services, financial assistance and tax exemptions, discharge upgrade resources, and federal, state, and local benefits available to veterans. The centers would also provide benefits counseling and a hard copy of a veterans resource guide as established by Proposed Int. No. 396-A. Additionally, DVS would be required to provide a minimum of 20 hours of combined in-office and field service to veterans in each borough, including at least 10 hours at each center. DVS would be required to clearly disclose these hours on the premises of each center and on their website.

Further, the Commissioner of DVS would additionally engage in outreach and education efforts to inform veterans that these centers are available resources to them. Finally, DVS would be required, beginning in January of 2020, and every six months thereafter, to submit a report to the Mayor and the Speaker of the Council on the number of veterans utilizing each center, the services offered by each center, the services and information most frequently requested at each center, the number of staff employed at each center, and the number of complaints received by each center, including feedback received by 311, with a general description of such feedback. 

Since introduction, Proposed Int. No. 394-A was amended to require DVS to spend a minimum number of hours in each borough, including in-office at each veterans resource center, clearly disclose those hours on the physical center premise and on their website. The bill was also amended to require the centers to give veterans information about discharge upgrade resources and provide benefits counseling and a physical veterans resource guide, pursuant to Proposed Int. No. 396-A, on the premises.  Finally, Proposed Int. No. 394-A was amended to require DVS to publish information about such centers on its website, including the address, contact information, hours of operation, and services offered at each site and to require the commissioner of DVS to establish educational and outreach efforts to inform veterans about the existence of these veterans resource centers. The creation date of such centers was amended from June 1, 2018 to June 1, 2019 and the submission date of the associated report from January 1, 2019 to January 1, 2020.

Proposed Int. 394-A would take effect 90 days after it becomes law.
PROPOSED INT. NO. 396-A
Veterans Resource Guide
Proposed Int. 396-A would require DVS to maintain and regularly update a resource guide for veterans. This guide would be available on the DVS website and in written format, if requested. This guide would contain information about eligibility and the process of applying for federal, state, and city benefits for veterans, their spouses, domestic partners, dependents, and family members where applicable, special rights afforded to veterans, their spouses, domestic partners, dependents, and family members under the law, protection and remedies given to veterans under the New York City Human Rights Law, physical and mental health programs and services, legal and housing services, small business support, social services available, employment resources, and educational and training opportunities. DVS would additionally be required to publish on its website, and in the hard copy of the resource guide, information on how service providers can contact DVS to update the department on any changes in services offered to veterans.
Since introduction, Proposed Int. No. 396-A was amended to ensure that DVS updates the resource guide regularly as new information becomes available, that the guide includes information on how veterans are protected under the New York City human rights law, and that DVS publishes information about how service providers can update the department on changes in their services so that the service provider information DVS publishes in its guide is accurate.

Proposed Int. 396-A would take effect on the same date as a local law amending the administrative code of the city of New York relating to creating veterans resource centers, as proposed in introduction number 394-A for the year 2018, takes effect.
Proposed Int. No. 391-A

By Council Members Ulrich, Deutsch, Brannan, Yeger, Kallos, King, Lander, Adams, Cohen, Constantinides, Holden, Vallone and Eugene
..Title

A Local Law
To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to benefits counseling services for veterans
..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 31-107 to read as follows:

§ 31-107 Benefits counseling. The department shall provide counseling services to veterans seeking assistance regarding benefits offered by the city of New York, the state of New York and the United States department of veterans affairs to which they, their spouses or domestic partners, dependents or any family members may be entitled because of their military service. Counseling services shall include advice, evaluation and information, but shall not include the services identified by section 14.629(b) of title 38 of the code of federal regulations. Counseling services must be provided by trained staff and shall, at a minimum, be available in each of the five boroughs, including at each veterans resource center established pursuant to section 31-106. 

§ 2. This local law takes effect on the same date as a local law amending the administrative code of the city of New York relating to creating veterans resource centers, as proposed in introduction number 394-A for the year 2018, takes effect.
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Proposed Int. No. 394-A

By Council Members Ulrich, Deutsch, Brannan, Yeger, Kallos, King, Lander, Adams, Cohen, Constantinides, Holden, Vallone and Eugene
A LOCAL LAW
  

..Title

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to creating veterans resource centers
..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 31-106 to read as follows:
§ 31-106 Veterans resource centers.  a. The commissioner shall ensure that at least one veterans resource center is established and operational in each borough by no later than June 1, 2019.  Each borough shall have a minimum of 20 hours of combined field and in-office service per week, including at least 10 consistent office hours, and shall be located in a geographic area that is easily accessible, including for persons with disabilities, and in close proximity to public transportation. Notice of a center’s hours of operation shall be clearly displayed on the premises and on the department’s website.


b. Each veterans resource center shall provide veterans with up-to-date information, at no cost regarding, at a minimum, (i) matters within the department’s purview pursuant to this title, chapter 75 of the charter and state executive law section 358; (ii) housing; (iii) social services offered by public agencies and charitable and private organizations, including but not limited to the provision of specific contact information for such agencies and organizations; (iv) financial assistance and tax exemptions available to veterans; (v) discharge upgrade resources; and (vi) federal, state, and local benefits available to veterans.

c. Each veterans resource center shall provide benefits counseling services and a hard copy resource guide pursuant to section 31-108, as well as information about relevant referral services.


d. The department shall make available on its website information about each of the veterans resource centers, including its address, contact information, hours of operation and services provided.


e. The commissioner, in consultation with any agencies identified by the mayor, shall establish and engage in outreach and education efforts to inform veterans about the veterans resource centers, including their locations, contact information, hours of operation and the services they provide.


f. The commissioner shall, beginning January 1, 2020 and every six months thereafter, submit a report in machine-readable format to the mayor and the speaker of the council regarding the operation of the veterans resource centers established pursuant to this section.  Such report shall include, but not be limited to, the following information for the prior six-month period, disaggregated by center: (i) the number of veterans utilizing such center; (ii) a summary of the services offered by such center; (iii) a description of the services and information most frequently requested by veterans utilizing such center; (iv) the number of full-time and part-time staff persons working at such center; and (v) the number of complaints received by and against such center from veterans regarding the services offered by such center, including feedback received by the 311 customer service center and a general description of the nature of such feedback.
§ 2.  This local law takes effect 90 days after it becomes law.
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Proposed Int. No. 396-A

By Council Members Ulrich, Deutsch, Brannan, Yeger, Kallos, King, Lander, Adams, Cohen, Holden, Vallone and Eugene
..Title

A Local Law

To amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the creation of a veterans resource guide

..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 31-108 to read as follows:

§ 31-108 Veterans resource guide. a. The department shall develop and maintain a resource guide for veterans. The department shall regularly update information provided in such guide as is necessary to maintain accuracy. 
b. The guide developed pursuant to subdivision a of this section shall include, but not be limited to, information about:
1.  Federal, state and city benefits available to veterans and to their spouses or domestic partners, dependents and family members, as applicable, based upon the veterans’ military service, which shall include the criteria for eligibility to receive such benefits and information on organizations that employ accredited agents and attorneys to assist veterans with their claims;
2. Provisions of federal, state and local laws and regulations affording special rights and privileges to members of the armed forces and veterans and to their  spouses or domestic partners, dependents and family members, as applicable, including, but not limited to, protections under the uniformed services employment and reemployment rights act;
3. Protections and remedies afforded to veterans under section 8-107;
4. Physical and mental health programs and resources;
5. Educational and training opportunities;
6. Available sources of low- or no-cost legal assistance;
7. Social services, including, but not limited to, housing and food security supports offered by public agencies and charitable and private organizations;
8. Programs and services administered by public agencies to support veteran-owned businesses;
9. Employment resources; and
10. Any other information deemed relevant by the department.      


c. The department shall make such guide available on the department’s website and in printed form upon request.



d. The department shall publish on its website, and in any hard copy of such resource guide distributed, information about how relevant service providers can update the department on any changes in the services they offer to veterans.
§ 2.  This local law takes effect on the same date as a local law amending the administrative code of the city of New York relating to creating veterans resource centers, as proposed in introduction number 394-A for the year 2018, takes effect.
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