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Oversight: Exploring Employment Options for New York City’s Veterans
Introduction
On June 23, 2008, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Hiram Monserrate, will hold a hearing to explore employment options for New York City’s veterans. Those invited to testify include the Commissioner of the Mayor’s Office on Veterans’ Affairs, as well as military veterans and representatives from veterans service organizations, veterans support groups and the private sector including, among others, Dr. Ray Healey and Wes Prioritis from Veterans Across America, John Fernandez, a veteran and representative of the Wounded Warriors Program, and Mark Jaffe, President of the Greater New York Chamber of Commerce.
Background
When veterans return home from active duty, many face complex and unique problems reentering civilian life.  Since the Gulf War in 1990, approximately 4.4 million men and women have separated from military service and become veterans.  In the greater New York City area, there are an estimated 1.3 million veterans, more than in any other metropolitan area.
   Today, with more service members returning from Iraq and Afghanistan, their successful transition to civilian life presents a growing range of challenges for both government and community based organizations serving them.  

The Committee has conducted many past hearings examining challenges facing veterans, including those who are returning from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and those veterans who served during previous wars, such as Vietnam and Korea.  For example, in September, 2007, the Committee examined whether New York City’s returning veterans are receiving appropriate mental health and substance abuse treatment services, which was followed by a hearing in November, at which CUNY provided testimony about higher education services provided to veterans.  Then, in December, 2007, the Committee addressed homelessness among the City’s veterans.  All of these issues are closely linked to or impact upon the ability of veterans to obtain employment.  
Employment Services for Veterans

Today’s hearing will specifically address the employment needs of men and women who are currently returning from service, or who have recently returned, including the challenges they face in gaining and retaining employment.  

Veterans advocates report that it is often difficult to navigate pathways available for services, including those which offer support to veterans seeking jobs.  In order to better address the need of veterans to access available benefits and services, in fiscal year 2008, the City Council allocated $1 million in funding to establish Veterans’ Resource Centers in each borough. The goal of the centers is to enable New York City veterans and their families to receive counseling, referrals and information about federal, state, and City services – including opportunities to gain employment.
According to the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), service members have access to VA vocational and educational counseling services for six months after separation from service.
   In New York City, the central point of contact for veterans who have served in Iraq and Afghanistan and who are seeking to utilize such services is the Department of Veterans Affairs’ Manhattan Campus.  Recent veterans who seek these services are directed to Readjustment Services where they will reportedly receive case management services that include employment counseling.
  As discussed below, the success of such employment counseling is largely unknown as placement and retention rates are not formally tracked.
In addition to these vocational services, those who are disabled and who qualify with the VA can enroll in a training or education program through the Vocational Rehabilitation and Employment Program.
  However, of those who have enrolled in this program nationally, only 25.8 percent of those completing the program reached their goal of suitable employment or independent living.
  This statistic is significant due to the large numbers of returning veterans who have been injured in Iraq and Afghanistan.  
Compared to those returning from combat service in previous wars, a greater percentage of service members who are returning from the current wars are injured.  In the past, more wounded soldiers died of their injuries.  In the Iraq war, 91 percent of those who are injured survive.
  In comparison, during World War II, only 70 percent survived, while in Vietnam, 76 percent survived.
  While it is a positive development that advancements in the medical field allow more soldiers to be saved post injury, such advancements also mean that more soldiers are coming home with life-changing injuries, including amputations and brain trauma.
  More than 22,000 soldiers have been wounded in Iraq.
  The fact that almost seventy-five percent of those who participated in VA Rehabilitation and Employment Program did not reach stages of employment or independent living indicates a significant shortfall in the provision of successful services for this population.  In addition, there is little information about those who were unable to or did not enlist in this program.  
As noted previously, the greater New York City area has the highest number of veterans when compared to any other metropolitan area and will likely continue to absorb more veterans in need of assistance.  Those who are unable to obtain employment will be at significant risk of homelessness and economic difficulties.
  Additionally, it should be noted that the national unemployment rate reached 5.5% percent in May, 2008, continuing a five month trend of decline in employment.
  This trend has impacted New York City, where the unemployment rate has risen to 4.8% in May, 2008.

Nationally, a limited number of studies have tracked veterans in order to capture their employment experiences and the economic outcomes of returning service members.
  In 2007, the Department of Veterans Affairs conducted a study on employment histories of service members.
  The study includes 1,941 service members who returned from war and were discharged in the last one to three years.  Of those surveyed, 18 percent were currently unemployed and 25 percent were earning less than $21,840 per year, suggesting that a large number of recently separated service members are economically vulnerable.  A survey conducted though the website military.com, a division of the online recruitment site Monster.com, found that 81 percent of returning military veterans did not feel fully prepared to enter the work force.
  In addition, the VA reported that the percentage of veterans who are not in the labor force jumped to 23 percent in 2005 from 10 percent in 2000.

The VA’s “Employment Histories Report” included interviews with private sector hiring managers and talent acquisition specialists.
  These interviews confirmed that barriers exist for veterans trying to obtain new employment when transitioning into civilian life.  Moreover, the study indicated that many private employers were unaware of the skills that former service members possess based on their unique training in various military settings.
   As an example, few understood the sophisticated technology skills that many former service members possess due to the nature of today’s military equipment and expertise.  

As a result of the study’s findings, three recommendations arose to address the problems faced by veterans seeking employment:

· “Re-branding” the recently separated service members;

· Creating networks among veterans; and 

· Providing general education and training.

The study concludes that the government needs to tap into the public and private sectors in order to more effectively address the growing needs of our returning service members. 
Conclusion


In recognition of the employment needs of New York City’s large veteran population, including those returning form Iraq and Afghanistan, today’s hearing will focus on employment opportunities and information for veterans.  The hearing will particularly focus on those returning with service related injuries, in order to improve New York City’s services to these brave and deserving individuals.
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