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TITLE:
A Local Law to amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the establishment of a department of veterans’ services, and repealing section 14 of the New York city charter and subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York, relating to the office of veterans affairs
ADMINISTRATIVE CODE:                  Repeals subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3. Adds new title 31 (sections 31-101, 31-102, 31-103, 31-104, and 31-105).
CHARTER:                                                   Repeals section 14 of chapter one. Adds new   chapter 75 (sections 3100, 3101, 3102, and 3103).
INTRODUCTION
On November 9, 2015, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will hold a second hearing on Proposed Int. No. 314-A, sponsored by Council Member Ulrich, a Local Law to amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the establishment of a department of veterans’ services, and repealing section 14 of the New York city charter and subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York, relating to the office of veterans affairs. The bill was originally heard by the Committee on September 29, 2014. Those testifying at this first hearing included the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), veterans’ advocates, and service providers. Following this hearing, the bill was amended to rename the proposed department the “Department of Veterans’ Services,” to authorize the Commissioner of the Department of Veterans’ Services to appoint deputies within available appropriations, to expand the definition of “veterans” to include those furloughed to the reserve, to incorporate new provisions related to the Veterans Advisory Board added by Local Laws 24 and 25 of 2015, and to make minor technical changes.     
BACKGROUND
New York City’s Veteran Population
According to the United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), there are over 200,000 veterans
 and 13,000 Active Duty and Reservist service members
 living in New York City’s five boroughs. New York City’s veteran population is diverse, with 52 percent identifying as White (Non-Hispanic), 27 percent as Black/African American, 18 percent as Hispanic/Latino, 3 percent as Asian, and 7 percent as other than those ethnicities specified.
 This population is older, with 83 percent of veterans over the age of 45.
 Furthermore, New York City’s veterans are highly educated, with 58 percent either having obtained a college degree or having completed some college courses.
 The city’s veteran population is also active in the business community. There are 15,400 veteran business owners in the city, and veterans own 17 percent of the businesses in the professional services industry, 16 percent of the businesses in construction services industry, and 10 percent of the businesses in the maintenance and repair sector.
 

Although the overall veteran population is projected to decrease as veterans of World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War age,
 many of those who served in Operation Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan and Operation Iraqi Freedom will separate from the military in the coming years. Veterans from post-9/11 conflicts, along with their counterparts from prior conflicts and peace-time service, are eligible for a number of benefits and services provided by the federal government, New York State, New York City, and various service providers. However, many veterans are not aware of the range of supports they may be entitled to, and even those seeking out benefits can find navigation of applications, paperwork requirements, and eligibility determinations challenging.
Veterans’ Services in New York City

New York City has a strong history of providing comprehensive services to veterans. In 1944, the City established the Division of Veterans Affairs as a “one-stop clearing house” to assist veterans and address all the problems and concerns of a particular veteran in one office.
 This agency was praised by Life magazine as “one of the least bureaucratic of agencies.”
 Some of the services provided by the agency included free medical checks (which were required for many jobs) on the spot in the Division’s offices, and legal assistance with landlord-tenant and financial issues.
 The Division “cut[s] down on waiting time and the number of middlemen involved in the job market” by writing to thousands of employers and assisting service members and veterans with resume preparation.
 Early in his first term, Mayor John Lindsay attempted to abolish the Division; however, the Council blocked this dissolution.
 
Mayor Lindsay created the Mayor’s Office for Veteran Action in April 1972 to provide assistance to returning Vietnam veterans, and issued an executive order in August 1973 which merged the Division of Veterans Affairs and the Mayor’s Office for Veteran Action.
 According to John Rowan, National President and CEO of Vietnam Veterans of America and member of the city’s Veterans Advisory Board, Mayor Lindsay’s veterans’ office “became a very substantial one-stop shopping center in Downtown Brooklyn and they brought in people from all the different agencies at the time.”
 Additionally, each of the boroughs had a veterans’ office.
 However, according to Mr. Rowan, the more robust veterans’ office “died in the fiscal crisis during the Beame and later Koch Administrations.”
  

 
The Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs (MOVA) was established by Local Law 53 of 1987.
 The legislation, as originally introduced by the Council in April 1987, would have established a Department of Veterans’ Affairs headed by a Commissioner appointed by the Mayor with the advice and consent of the Council.
 The bill’s legislative history indicated the need “to establish a local coordinated effort to respond to and deliver services to those individuals who have served our country and now find they are in need of some type of service.”
 It also highlighted that a local effort was needed, despite the existence of the New York State Division of Veterans Affairs, because the resources provided by the state were insufficient to meet the needs of the total veteran population in the city.
 Around the same time, in June 1987, Mayor Edward Koch announced that he would create a city Office of Veterans Affairs by executive order, which would “be responsible for coordinating and monitoring interagency initiatives, grant applications, and services and programs for veterans.”
 Ultimately, the Council passed, and Mayor Koch signed into law, an amended version of the bill in August 1987, which established the Office of Veterans Affairs within the Executive Office of the Mayor.
 
MOVA serves as the City’s chief military liaison to veterans, veterans’ organizations, and other entities that serve the City’s veteran population.
 Under the Charter, MOVA is tasked with assisting members of United States military, veterans, and their families with issues such as educational training and retraining services; health, medical and rehabilitation services; advocacy to passage of federal, state and local laws and regulations that would grant special rights and privileges to veterans and their families; and employment and re-employment services.
 As part of these functions, MOVA also works alongside a number of veteran’s service organizations, such as the American Legion, the Vietnam Veterans of America, the Marine Corps League, and Jewish War Veterans, among others. For MOVA’s purposes, a veteran is defined as “a person who has served in the active military service of the United States and who has been released from such service otherwise than by dishonorable discharge.”
 MOVA is also directed to utilize the services and facilities of State and local agencies whenever possible.
 
MOVA’s establishment is authorized under New York State law, which allows for a local veterans’ service agency in each city.
 Such agencies are permitted to inform New York resident veterans about educational training, health services, laws and regulations affording special rights to veterans, employment services, and other related matters.
 As noted above, MOVA’s powers under the Charter mirror the language in State law. Though State law provides that the powers of local veterans’ service agencies are to be exercised “under the direction of the State veterans’ service agency,” there is no indication that MOVA’s activities have ever been limited by the State.

Currently, the Commissioner of MOVA is U.S. Army Brigadier General (Ret.) Loree Sutton, who was appointed by Mayor Bill de Blasio in September 2014. The Commissioner is advised by the Veterans Advisory Board (VAB), which is made up of eleven members (six appointed by the Mayor and five appointed by the Speaker of the Council), all of whom must be veterans.
 This year, the Council enacted reforms to the VAB which placed further obligations on MOVA, including the responsibility to ensure that notice of any public meeting of the VAB is posted on the MOVA website at least one week prior to each meeting, to maintain and periodically update contact information of veterans organizations located within the city, to notify such organizations by regular or electronic mail about upcoming VAB meetings,
 and to make available on its website email addresses created by VAB members.

Advocates have expressed a number of concerns about MOVA’s limited budget and operational scope. At the Committee’s June 2014 oversight hearing of the office, it was argued that MOVA’s small budget and staff precluded the Office from carrying out any large initiatives without firm commitments from outside partners
 and made it difficult for the MOVA Commissioner to plan for future issues that might need to be addressed in the community.
 MOVA’s then-Commissioner Terrence Holliday acknowledged that nearly the entire MOVA budget was appropriated for staff salaries and that there was “virtually nothing” in the Office’s budget for services.
 Aside from insufficient funding, witnesses at the Committee’s June 2014 hearing testified that MOVA’s role is often seen as symbolic,
 that its mandate is overbroad and lacks clarity,
 that the Office had failed to articulate concrete priorities and goals,
 that its voice is frequently absent within many leading veterans’ coalitions,
 and that it is involved primarily with Manhattan-based veterans service organizations to the exclusion of those in the outer-boroughs.
 Commissioner Holliday himself testified that MOVA’s database included approximately only 1,200 individuals identified as veterans in New York City. Advocates called on MOVA to increase communication and coordination with the veterans’ community,
 to provide greater training for staff,
 and to incorporate job training and business development resources into its services.
 


Similar criticisms of MOVA,
 and of veterans’ services broadly in the City, were offered at the Committee’s first hearing on Int. No. 314 in September 2014. Advocates pointed to the critical need for services in areas such as behavioral health, housing, and discharge updates,
 the lack of focus and collaboration in the administration of veterans’ services,
 overworked and undertrained veteran supportive housing caseworkers,
 and the poor quality of veteran supportive housing facilities.
 One witness cited the delay in receiving contracted services due to the administration of veterans funding through departments such as the Department of Youth and Community Development that do not necessarily have expertise in veterans’ issues.
 
In the current Fiscal Year 2016, MOVA’s operating budget includes approximately $263,000 in City funding and $318,000 in State funding, to support five full-time staff, in addition to the Commissioner.
 The Council also negotiated with the Administration for an additional appropriation of $335,000 in FY 2016 for a Veterans Outreach Program, in which six Veterans Service Officers (to be placed within the Human Resources Administration) will serve veterans across the city’s five boroughs.
 The Council’s Veterans Services Initiative provided $940,000 for veterans’ services in areas such as homelessness prevention, job placement, legal services, mental health services, education, and community development.
 Contracts for these programs are administered by five different agencies: the Department of Homeless Services, the Department of Small Business Services, the Human Resources Administration, the Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, and the Department of Youth and Community Development.
 MOVA funding has remained relatively consistent in recent years. In Fiscal Years 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015, the Office’s budget was, respectively, $499,728, $502,832, $517,178, and $574,112.
Features of City Departments
Establishing a New York City Department of Veterans’ Services would provide for increased Council oversight and direct allocation of funding supporting veterans. Currently, Council funding for organizations serving veterans is disbursed through City agencies, such as the Department of Youth and Community Development, as MOVA is merely a Mayoral office and does not employ an Agency Chief Contracting Officer (ACCO). Under rules established by the City’s Procurement Policy Board, the entity charged with creating and enforcing procedures governing the City’s procurement of goods and services, an ACCO must certify any contract administered by the City.
 The establishment of a Department of Veterans’ Services could enable the Department to employ an ACCO and directly administer contracts for veterans’ services. 
The establishment of a City agency serving veterans would also allow the Council to better monitor the City’s veterans’ services through preliminary and executive budget hearings with the Department. A Department of Veterans’ Services would also be required to submit Departmental estimates and other information for the executive budget annually.

ANALYSIS

 Section one of Proposed Int. No. 314-A would repeal Section 14 of chapter one of the New York City Charter (Charter), which establishes the Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs (MOVA).

Section two of Proposed Int. No. 314-A would amend the Charter to add a new chapter 75. New section 3100 of new chapter 75 would establish a Department of Veterans’ Services (the “Department”) and provide that the head of the Department would be the Commissioner of Veterans’ Services (the “Commissioner”). It would further authorize the Commissioner to appoint deputies within available appropriations. 

New section 3101 would define the term “veteran” as a person who has served in the active military service of the United States (U.S.) and who has been released from such service other than by dishonorable discharge, or who has been furloughed to the reserve.


New section 3102 of would establish the powers and duties of the Commissioner. Subdivision a would state that the Commissioner would have such powers as provided by the director of the state veterans’ service agency, and have the duty to inform military and naval authorities of the U.S. and assist members of the armed forces and veterans who are residents of New York City, and their families, in relation to: 1) matters relating to educational training and retraining services and facilities; 2) health, medical, and rehabilitation services and facilities; 3) provisions of federal state, and local laws and regulations affording special rights and privileges to members of the armed forces and veterans, and their families; 4) employment and re-employment services; and 5) any related and appropriate matters. The Commissioner would be further required to assist families of members of the reserve components of the armed forces and the organized militia ordered into active duty to ensure that they are aware of, and receiving, all appropriate support available to them. The new Department would also be required to perform other duties that may be assigned by the state director of the Division of Veterans’ Affairs.


Subdivision b of new section 3102 would require the Commissioner to utilize the services, commissions, boards, bureaus, institutions, and other agencies of state and local governments, and would require all such officers and agencies to cooperate with and extend such services and facilities to the Department as it may require. 

New section 3103 would establish a Veterans Advisory Board (VAB), to consist of eleven members (six appointed by the mayor and five appointed by the Council Speaker), all of whom would be veterans. Among the eleven appointees, there would be at least one representative from each of the five boroughs. The Mayor and the Speaker would be required to consider service in conflicts involving members of the U.S. armed forces when making their appointments. The term of appointment would be three years, and members could be removed by the appointing official for cause. Members of the VAB would elect by majority vote one member to serve as chairperson and one member to serve as vice-chairperson, each for one-year terms. In the event of a vacancy on the VAB during the term of office of a member (due to removal, death, resignation, or otherwise), a successor would be chosen in the same manner as the original appointment, and a member appointed to fill a vacancy will serve for the balance of the unexpired term. The VAB’s functions are to: 1) advise the commissioner on all matters concerning veterans; 2) hold at least one meeting open to the public in each borough on an annual basis, with notice of each public meeting provided in accordance with the public notice requirements of Article 7 of the state Public Officers Law, except with respect to those requirements provided for in Section 31-105 of the Administrative Code (the “Code”); 3) keep a record of its deliberations; 4) determine its own rules of procedure; and 5) submit an annual report of its activities to the mayor and the council on or before December 31 of each year, which should include policy and legislative recommendations for the Department and the Council.  

Section three of Int. No. 314 would repeal subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the Code, which governs MOVA.

Section four of Int. No. 314 would amend the Code to add a new Title 31, which would include new sections 31-101, 31-102, 31-103, 31-104, and 31-105. New section 31-101 of new title 31 would provide that “Commissioner” means “Commissioner of Veterans’ Services” and “Department” means “Department of Veterans’ Services.” 
New section 31-102 concerns employment resources. New subdivision a would define “federal veterans job bank” as “the job bank developed by the federal government for veterans or any subsequent online tool that the federal government utilizes to connect veterans with employment opportunities” and define “City job” as employment with the government of New York City. 
New subdivision b would require the Department to post on its website information concerning resources intended to assist veterans in obtaining employment, including, but not limited to: 1) a link to the federal veterans job bank; 2) links to websites describing veteran employment services provided by the federal government and New York State; and 3) any additional resources deemed relevant by the Department. 
New subdivision c would require the department to consult with the Department of Citywide Administrative Services and other appropriate city agencies to identify city job postings for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank, ensure that these jobs are included in the jobs bank, and maintain and update them accurately. 
New subdivision d would require the Department to consult with the Department of Small Business Services to identify job postings that are received or maintained by the department for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank, ensure that these jobs are included in the jobs bank, and maintain and update them accurately.  
New section 31-103 would provide for veteran liaisons at each City agency. The provision would require that the head of each City agency designate an employee to act as liaison with veterans within that agency, and to notify the Department of the name and contact information of the liaison. The liaison would be required to advise veterans within the agency of benefits and services available to veterans within the agency and employee personnel policies applicable to veterans at the agency. The Department could also require the head of each city agency to make the liaison available to confer with and receive periodic training from the Department. The Department would be required to post on its website the names of persons designated to act as agency liaisons. 

New section 31-104 would require each member of the VAB to create an electronic mail address upon appointment to the VAB. Such electronic mail address would be dedicated exclusively to the business of the VAB. Additionally, the Department would be required to make the electronic mail addresses available to the public on its website no later than thirty days after the commencement of the member’s term of appointment. New section 31-104 further would require that such electronic mail address not be comingled with any other personal or professional electronic mail address held or maintained by any VAB member, and would allow the Department to establish guidelines for uniformity in the formatting of the electronic mail addresses created pursuant to this section.
New section 31-105 would require the Department to post a notice of the date, time, and location of each public meeting of the VAB at least one week prior to each meeting. The bill would also require that the Department maintain and periodically update contact information of veterans organizations located within the city, and notify all such organizations by regular or electronic mail of the date, time, and location of each public meeting of the Board at least one week prior to each meeting.
Section five of Proposed Int. No. 314-A would provide that the law take effect one-hundred and twenty days following its enactment into law.
Proposed Int. No. 314-A

By Council Members Ulrich, Vallone, Rosenthal, Rodriguez, Cohen, Richards, Deutsch, Maisel, Gentile, Koslowitz, Koo, Constantinides, Van Bramer, Espinal, Johnson, Menchaca, Levin, Lancman, Cabrera, Wills, Greenfield, Crowley, Treyger, Dickens, Cornegy, Eugene, Palma, Gibson, Mealy, Miller, Ferreras-Copeland, Kallos, King, Rose, Torres, Arroyo, Levine, Chin, Cumbo, Williams, Lander, Mendez, Reynoso, Matteo and the Public Advocate (Ms. James) 

A LOCAL LAW

To amend the New York city charter and the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to the establishment of a department of veterans’ services, and repealing section 14 of the New York city charter and subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York, relating to the office of veterans affairs

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Section 14 of the New York City charter is REPEALED.

§ 2. The New York City charter is amended by adding a new chapter 75 to read as follows:

Chapter 75
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS’ SERVICES
§ 3100. Department; commissioner.
§ 3101. Definition.
§ 3102. Powers and duties.
§ 3103. Veterans’ advisory board.
§ 3100. Department; commissioner. There shall be a department of veterans' services, the head of which shall be the commissioner of veterans' services. The commissioner may appoint deputies within available appropriations.
§ 3101. Definition. As used in this chapter, the following term has the following meaning:

Veteran. The term “veteran” shall mean a person who has served in the active military service of the United States and who has been released from such service other than by dishonorable discharge, or who has been furloughed to the reserve.
§ 3102. Powers and duties. a. Except as otherwise provided by law, the commissioner shall have such powers as provided by the director of the state veterans' service agency and shall have the duty to inform military and naval authorities of the United States and assist members of the armed forces and veterans, who are residents of the city, and their families, in relation to: (1) matters pertaining to educational training and retraining services and facilities, (2) health, medical and rehabilitation service and facilities, (3) provisions of federal, state and local laws and regulations affording special rights and privileges to members of the armed forces and veterans and their families, (4) employment  and re-employment services, and (5) other matters of similar, related or appropriate nature. The commissioner shall also assist families of members of the reserve components of the armed forces and the organized militia ordered into active duty to ensure that they are made aware of and are receiving all appropriate support available to them. The department also shall perform such other duties as may be assigned by the state director of the division of veterans' affairs.
b. The commissioner shall utilize, so far as possible, the services, commissions, boards, bureaus, institutions and other agencies of the state and of the political subdivisions thereof and all such officers and agencies shall cooperate with and extend such services and facilities to the department as it may require.
§ 3103. Veterans’ advisory board. There shall be a veterans' advisory board consisting of eleven members, all of whom shall be veterans, six of whom shall be appointed by the mayor and five of whom shall be appointed by the speaker of the council. Of these eleven appointees, there shall be one representative from each of the five boroughs of the city of New York. The mayor and the speaker shall each consider service in conflicts involving members of the United States armed forces when making such appointments. All members shall serve for a term of three years and may be removed by the appointing official for cause. Members of the advisory board shall elect by majority vote one such member to serve as chairperson and one such member to serve as vice-chairperson, each to serve in that capacity for one-year terms. In the event of a vacancy on the advisory board during the term of office of a member by reason of removal, death, resignation, or otherwise, a successor shall be chosen in the same manner as the original appointment. A member appointed to fill a vacancy shall serve for the balance of the unexpired term. The advisory board shall (i) advise the commissioner on all matters concerning veterans; (ii) hold at least one meeting open to the public in each borough on an annual basis, with notice of each public meeting provided in accordance with the public notice requirements of article 7 of the public officers law except with respect to those requirements provided in section 31-105 of the administrative code, and with each public meeting recorded and broadcast in accordance with subdivision d of section 1063 of the charter; (iii) keep a record of its deliberations; (iv) determine its own rules of  procedure; and (v) submit an annual report of its activities to the mayor and the council on or before December 31 of each year. Such annual report should include policy and legislative recommendations for the department of veterans' services and the council. 
§ 3. Subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York is REPEALED.

§ 4. The administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new title 31 to read as follows:

TITLE 31
DEPARTMENT OF VETERANS’ SERVICES
§ 31-101 Definitions.
§ 31-102 Employment resources.
§ 31-103 Veteran liaisons.

§ 31-104 Veterans’ advisory board electronic mail addresses.

§ 31-105 Additional notice of public meetings of the veterans’ advisory board.

§ 31-101 Definitions. As used in this title, the following terms have the following meanings:
Commissioner. The term “commissioner” means the commissioner of veterans’ services.
Department. The term “department” means the New York City department of veterans’ services.
§ 31-102 Employment resources. a. Definitions. For the purposes of this section:
Federal veterans job bank. The term “federal veteran’s job bank” means the job bank developed by the federal government for veterans or any subsequent online tool that the federal government utilizes to connect veterans with employment opportunities.
City job. The term “city job” means employment with the government of the city of New York.
b. The department shall publish on its website information concerning resources intended to assist veterans in obtaining employment including, but not limited to:
1. A link to the federal veterans’ job bank;
2. links to websites describing veteran employment services provided by the federal government and New York state government, including, but not limited to, the websites of the United States department of labor, the New York state department of labor, the United States department of veterans affairs, and the New York state division of veterans’ affairs; and
3. Links to any additional resources deemed relevant by the department. 
c. The department shall consult with the department of citywide administrative services and other appropriate city agencies to identify city job postings for inclusion in the federal veterans’ job bank and shall also ensure that such city job postings are included in such job bank and are updated as necessary to maintain accuracy.
d. The department shall consult with the department of small business services to identify job postings that are received or maintained by the department for inclusion in the federal veterans job bank and shall also ensure that such job postings are included in such job bank and are updated as necessary to maintain accuracy.
§ 31-103 Veteran liaisons. The head of each city agency shall designate an employee to act as liaison with veterans within such agency and shall notify the department of the name and contact information of such liaison. Such liaison shall advise veterans within such agency of benefits and services available to veterans at such agency and employee personnel policies applicable to veterans at such agency. At the request of the department, the head of each city agency shall make such liaison available to confer with and receive periodic training from the department. The department shall post on its website the names of persons designated to act as such liaison within each agency.

§ 31-104 Veterans'  advisory  board  electronic  mail addresses. Upon appointment to the board, every member of the veterans' advisory  board, as  constituted  pursuant to section 3103 of the  charter,  shall  create  an  electronic  mail  address   dedicated exclusively  to  the conduct of the business of the board. The department shall make such electronic mail address available to the public on the department’s website no later than thirty days after the  commencement  of  the  member's  term  of appointment. Such electronic mail address may not be commingled with any other personal or professional electronic mail addresses held or maintained by the members of the board. The department may establish guidelines to promote uniformity in the formatting of any electronic mail address created pursuant to this section.

§ 31-105 Additional notice of public meetings of the veterans' advisory board. The  department shall ensure that notice of any public meeting of the veterans' advisory board  held pursuant to section 3103 of the charter is posted on the department’s website with the date, time and location of each public meeting, and that such notice is posted not less than one week prior to each public meeting. The department shall also maintain and periodically update the contact information of veterans organizations located within   the city and shall notify such organizations by regular or electronic  mail of the date, time and location of each public meeting of the veterans' advisory board not less than one week prior to each public meeting.

§ 5. This local law takes effect 120 days after it becomes law.
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