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Introduction

On Tuesday, October 27, 2009, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member James Sanders Jr., along with the Committee on Higher Education, chaired by Council Member Charles Barron, will hold a hearing to examine the reported backlog of G.I. Bill benefits and the effect that such backlog is having on New York City’s veterans enrolled in colleges.  Those invited to testify include the New York City Mayor’s Office of Veterans’ Affairs, representatives from the City University of New York’s (CUNY) administration, including directors of offices and/or programs for veterans’ services, veterans’ advocacy groups, and other interested members of the veterans’ community.        
Background


The United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) administers basic education programs for veterans and military service personnel seeking assistance for education or training.  One of the most significant of these programs is the Post 9/11 Veterans Educational Assistance Act (Post 9/11 GI Bill), which was enacted into law on June 30, 2008.
 This new tuition assistance program provides many improvements over the Montgomery GI Bill that it replaced.  The Post 9/11 GI Bill was implemented in two phases, with full implementation taking place August 2009.
Under the Post 9/11 GI Bill, a veteran may receive funding for the full cost of education at any public school in the country and also funding toward tuition at private schools.
  The funding allotted at private institutions is capped at the cost of the most expensive public school in that state.  The Post 9/11 GI Bill also provides a monthly living stipend and $1,000 toward books for the year. Access to benefits under this program are available for 15 years after a service member’s separation from the military.

The amount of funding available to veterans under the Post 9/11 GI Bill is dependent upon the amount of time served on active duty after 9/11.  Veterans who have served at least 90 days of active duty service after September 10, 2001, and received an honorable discharge will qualify for benefits available under the Post 9/11 GI Bill.  Those who have served at least 3 years of active duty service after September 10, 2001, receive the full benefits under the bill.  
Reservists and National Guardsmen also receive access to benefits, as they did under the Montgomery GI Bill. Under the new bill, however, active duty service can be accumulated from multiple tours.  In the past, benefits for reservists were calculated based upon the single longest deployment.  Pursuant to the new bill, once National Guardsmen and Reservists accumulate 36 months of active duty service, they will qualify for the full benefits available under the Post 9/11 GI Bill.  In addition, Reservists also have fifteen years to access these benefits.   
The Post 9/11 GI Bill also allows for the transfer of education benefits to spouses and dependents of troops who are currently serving in the military.  The law requires that in order to give education benefits to a spouse, the service member must serve or commit to serve for at least ten years.  For transfer of education benefits to children, the service member must have served already for ten years and children may access such benefits until age 26.
Post 9/11 GI Bill

As previously mentioned, full implementation of this program went into effect August 1, 2009 and has been reported to be widely used. A September 23, 2009 news release issued by the VA stated that it received approximately 277,000 applications for eligibility under the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill, provided certificates of eligibility to nearly 200,000 applicants, and made over 61,000 payments
. However, since its implementation, there have been numerous reports of backlogs and snags in facilitating the program and administering benefits. 
Despite the expected increase of applications for benefits, many thought the VA was under staffed and ill prepared.  It is reported that in anticipation of a surge in applications, the VA hired 750 claims processors, but the complexity of the program and outdated VA technology have not been able to keep pace.
  In addition, some veterans’ advocacy groups have expressed concerns that the VA is not doing enough to communicate with veterans and colleges about the delays. According to a September 25, 2009 article in the New York Times, such delays have created financial hardship for some and has caused thousands of veterans attending college under the new G.I. Bill to take out loans, use savings, and put off buying books while waiting for payments to arrive.
 

In response to the backlog, the VA announced it would issue emergency payment checks of up to $3,000 to veterans who were affected by payment delays beginning on October 2, 2009. Several days after announcing the emergency advanced educational benefits payments to veteran students, the VA issued another announcement indicating that some banks were refusing to cash or deposit the checks provided by the VA.  The VA then made an appeal to banks and asked them to speak directly to the VA for verification purposes. It also posted information on its website for banks to use.   

In a submitted statement to the House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs at an October 15, 2009 Congressional hearing addressing the backlog, the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America (IAVA) suggested that the VA make both long and short term fixes in order to ensure the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill’s success.  These suggestions included immediately reassessing its processing capacity and making a realistic recommendation to Congress for additional staff; enlisting the help of veterans service organizations (VSOs) and schools to aggressively promote and educate veterans about this benefit; ensure that automated solutions are equipped to handle future changes; and streamline and simplify the Bill to reduce confusion and hasten processing times.


New York City Veterans and CUNY

According to VA statistics based on the 2000 Census, New York City was home to approximately 348,722 veterans at that time.
 Based on statistical calculations by the VA, the numbers for 2009 are estimated to be 225,270
 (although many advocacy groups disagree with this estimation saying the methodology is flawed and the numbers are much higher).  Many of these veterans, along with those currently returning from oversees tours of duty, may benefit from educational and career training to develop or enhance their employment opportunities.  The Post 9/11 G.I. Bill is a very important, beneficial way for veterans to pursue such goals. 

CUNY is the largest urban university in the nation and serves more than 226,000 degree-credit students and 230,000 adult, continuing and professional education students.
 According to testimony provided to the City Council by CUNY in June of 2009, there were more than 1,700 student veterans enrolled at CUNY at that time, placing the University in the top 10 for veteran student enrollment among the country’s higher education institutions.
 This CUNY representative testifying said that CUNY’s veteran population has grown by about 10% every year since 2004. Additionally, CUNY representatives anticipate the veterans’ population within their schools will continue to grow as service members return from the current conflicts and utilize the Post 9/11 GI Bill.
  

At the time of the June 2009 City Council Veterans Committee hearing on Services for Veterans at CUNY, the Post 9/11 G.I. Bill had not been fully implemented and the new school year had not yet started.  Therefore, today’s hearing will seek to examine whether the full implementation of benefits of such Bill has had an effect on enrollment of veterans in CUNY.  In addition, the Committees will explore what, if any, impact the reported delays in payments to students under the Bill are having on New York City’s veteran students and how the City can assist those veterans who might be struggling financially to stay in school.  
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� Department of Veterans Affairs, News Release, Participation in the New Post-9/11 GI Bill Continues to Grow, September 23, 2009 at  http://www1.va.gov/opa/pressrel/pressrelease.cfm?id=1778.
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� Dao, James, Veterans Report G.I Bill Fund Delays, The New York Times, September 25, 2009.  


� Statement submitted by Patrick Campbell, IAVA Chief Legislative Counsel to U.S. House Committee to Veterans’ Affairs, Subcommittee on Economic Opportunity on Economic Opportunity, October 15, 2009


� See United States Department of Veterans Affairs, National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics, available at http://www1.va.gov/vetdata/page.cfm?pg=1.    


� Estimated veterans totals vary based on who is reporting figures. 


� CUNY has 11 senior colleges, six community colleges, the CUNY Honors College, the Graduate School and University Center, the Graduate School of Journalism, the Law School and the Sophie Davis School of Biomedical Education. See, “About CUNY,” available at http://web.cuny.edu/about/index.html.
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