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Introduction

On June 16, 2015, the Committee on Veterans, chaired by Council Member Eric Ulrich, will conduct an oversight hearing entitled Connecting NYC’s Veterans With Benefits. The Committee will also hear Proposed Int. No. 426-A, A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York in relation to benefits counseling services for veterans, introduced by Council Member Ulrich. This is the first hearing on this legislation. Those invited to testify at this hearing include the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA), veterans’ advocates, and service providers.
Background

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.


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 to assist them with post-military life. The National Bureau of Economic Research found that veterans’ educational and training benefits, for example, were estimated to raise annual earnings by approximately 6 percent.
 Furthermore, one study suggested that for disabled veterans, “income benefits such as VA disability pensions and SSDI [Social Security Disability Insurance] may play an important role” in enabling them to pursue higher educational goals.
 However, despite their critical importance, many veterans are not aware of the range of supports they may be entitled to, and even those seeking benefits can find navigation of applications, paperwork requirements, and eligibility determinations challenging. 

Federal law requires that an individual be accredited by the VA to assist in the preparation, presentation, and prosecution of a claim for VA benefits, even if they are performing such work at no cost to the claimant.
 The VA typically accredits three types of individuals to perform these services: representatives of VA-recognized veterans service organizations (VSOs); attorneys (in their individual capacity); and claims agents (in their individual capacity).
 Services such as reviewing a veteran’s records, researching available benefits, and advising a veteran as to potential benefits before they decide to file a claim are outside the VA’s accreditation authority, and therefore, accreditation is not necessary to perform such consultative services.
 
In Fiscal Year (FY) 2014, total VA expenditures in New York City totaled over $1.7 billion.
 This included approximately $498.18 million in compensation and pension payments.
 Specifically, veterans in the Bronx received $97.08 million in payments, Brooklyn veterans received $141.36 million, Manhattan veterans received $81.01 million, Queens veterans received $124.96 million, and Staten Island veterans received $53.77 million.
 29,359 New York City veterans received compensation or pension payments in FY 2014 (Bronx: 5,500; Brooklyn: 8,159; Manhattan: 5,388; Queens: 7,608; Staten Island: 2,704).
 
Federal Veterans Benefits
The VA offers a wide array of benefits in several key areas, including education, pension, health and disability.
 Veterans can apply for education benefits through the Montgomery GI Bill and Post 9/11 bill.
 Other VA programs offer various education and training benefits to qualifying reservists or veterans and their survivors and dependents. These programs include non-college vocational and professional certification programs.

The VA offers two categories of pension benefit programs.
 The Veterans Pension is a tax-free monetary benefit payable to low-income wartime veterans.
 The Survivors Pension is a tax-free monetary benefit payable to a low-income, un-remarried surviving spouse and/or unmarried children of a deceased veteran with wartime service.
 Furthermore, veterans and survivors who are eligible for pension benefits and are housebound or require the aid and attendance of another person may be eligible to receive additional monetary amounts.

The VA also offers several compensation programs. Disability Compensation is a tax free monetary benefit paid to veterans with disabilities resulting from a disease or injury incurred or aggravated during active military service.
 Compensation may also be paid for post-service disabilities that are considered related or secondary to disabilities occurring in service, and for disabilities presumed to be related to circumstances of military service, even though they may arise after service.
 Dependency and Indemnity Compensation (DIC) is a tax free monetary benefit generally payable to a surviving spouse, child, or parent of service members who died while on active duty, active duty for training, or inactive duty training, or survivors of veterans who died from their service-connected disabilities.
 Special Monthly Compensation (SMC) is an additional tax-free benefit that can be paid to veterans, their spouses, surviving spouses or parents.
 For veterans, SMC is a higher rate of compensation paid due to special circumstances such as the need of aid and attendance by another person or a specific disability, such as loss of use of one hand or leg.
 

Veterans can apply for these benefits at a VA location or online through the Veterans Online Application, an official VA website that enables service members, veterans and their beneficiaries, and other designated individuals to apply for benefits.

New York State Veterans Benefits

Veterans in New York may also benefit from a number of state operated programs. New York State offers several housing benefits to veterans. The Homes for Veterans Program offers fixed-rate mortgages with lower interest rates than may be found in standard programs through the Division of Homes and Community Renewal.
 The Alternative Veterans’ Exemption is available for residential property of a veteran who has served during a designated time of war, or who received an expeditionary medal,
 while the Cold War Veterans’ Exemption is available for residential property of a veteran who served during the Cold War period (September 2, 1945 to December 26, 1991).
 The Eligible Funds Exemption applies to property that a veteran or certain other designated person purchases.

Education benefits include New York State’s Veterans Tuition Awards (VTA) for full-time and part-time study for eligible veterans matriculated at an undergraduate or graduate degree-granting institution or vocational training program in New York State.
 Regents Awards for Children of Deceased & Disabled Veterans provide up to $450 per year to students whose parents served in the Armed Forces during specified times of national emergency.
 The Military Service Recognition Scholarship is also available to certain dependents of military personnel killed, disabled or missing since August 2, 1990.
 Finally, Operation Recognition allows certain veterans to earn high school diplomas.

Other benefits include a supplemental burial allowance of up to $6,000 for certain military personnel killed in combat or while on active duty in hostile or imminent danger locations on or after September 29, 2003,
 a New York State Blind Annuity available to visually impaired wartime veterans and certain un-remarried spouses,
 and the Gold Star Parent Annuity of up to $500 per Gold Star parent of a deceased veteran.
 Finally, veterans with a 40-percent or greater disability rating
 are eligible for low-cost New York State hunting and fishing licenses
, and free use of state parks, historic sites and recreation sites.

New York State Veterans Counseling 

In New York State, the Division of Veterans Affairs provides free benefits counseling through counselors (all of whom are veterans) working out of field offices across the state.
 Counselors assist veterans and their families with completing applications, obtaining necessary documentation, and filing claims for public and private benefits. They will also respond to follow-up correspondence and assist with appealing an unfavorable ruling.
 Veterans Advisory Board member John Rowan testified before the Committee on Veterans in May 2015 that “[y]ears ago, the State Director of Veterans Affairs established that an average counselor would bring in about $6 million in benefits-that’s probably gone up-a year.”

New York City Veterans Counseling


Under the New York City Charter (the “Charter”), MOVA has the duty to inform the military and naval authorities of the United States about, and to assist members of the armed services and veterans, and their families, living in New York City with: 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 responsibilities to members of the armed services, veterans, and their families; 4) employment and reemployment services; and 5) other matters of similar, related or appropriate nature.
 MOVA must also utilize the services, commissions, boards, bureaus, institutions and other agencies of the state and its political subdivisions.
 Public officers and agencies are required to cooperate with and extend such services and facilities to MOVA as the Office may require.
 Additional powers and duties of MOVA may be prescribed by the State Director of Veterans Affairs.
 MOVA is co-located with twelve veterans’ service organizations (VSOs), all of whom share office resources, workspace, and meeting room facilities with MOVA.

Recent years have seen the VA make changes to the way it processes claims for benefits, due to the enormous backlog which served as a source of major frustration for thousands of veterans. At the height of the VA backlog, 2012, there were 15,508 claims from New York City veterans in the backlog. In 2013, MOVA received a $250,000 grant from the Robin Hood Foundation to address the claims backlog at the VA.
 The grant supported three counselors who provided one-on-one counseling to over 150 veterans and filed over 60 claims for compensation or benefits.
 The grant expired on July 31, 2014.
 The de Blasio Administration did not continue funding the three positions, despite former Commissioner Terrence Holliday expressing to the Committee in June 2014 that he would like the services to continue.
 Many advocates have criticized the discontinued funding of benefits counselors within MOVA.
 At the Committee’s May 2015 hearing, MOVA Commissioner Loree Sutton cited an 87 percent decrease in the backlog of VA claims for New York City, from 15,508 to 1,777 current outstanding claims. With respect to the Robin Hood-funded benefits counselors, she commented that “[I]t was not intended to be an ongoing program” and that in examining the work record of the three counselors “it seemed clear to me that that was not an efficient use of resources.”
 To assist those veterans returning to New York City or moving to the City from elsewhere, the Commissioner promised to work closely with the VA, the State Division of Veterans Affairs, and veterans’ service organizations.

Analysis of Proposed Int. No. 426-A

Section one of Proposed Intro. No. 426-A would amend subchapter three of chapter one of title 3 of the Administrative Code to add new section 3-134. New section 3-134 would require the Mayor’s Office of Veterans Affairs (MOVA) to provide counseling services to veterans seeking assistance regarding benefits offered by the United States Department of Veterans Affairs, New York State and New York City that they might be entitled to based on their military service. Additionally, it would require that counseling services be provided by agents or attorneys recognized by the United States Department of Veterans Affairs pursuant to Section 5904 of Title 38 of the United States Code.
 Finally, section one mandates that such services be available in at least one location in each of the five boroughs.

Section two of Proposed Intro. No. 426-A would provide that the local law take effect ninety days after its enactment into law.

Minor technical changes were made to the bill since it was originally introduced.

Proposed Int. No. 426-A
 

By Council Members Ulrich, Arroyo, Dickens, Koo, Vallone, Rodriguez, Treyger, Deutsch, Cohen, Rose, Gentile, Koslowitz and Reynoso
 

A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to benefits counseling services for veterans.
 

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Subchapter 3 of chapter one of title 3 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new section 3-134 to read as follows:
§ 3-134 Benefits counseling. The office of veterans' affairs shall provide counseling services to veterans seeking assistance regarding benefits to which they may be entitled because of their military service offered by New York city, New York state, and the United States department of veterans affairs. Counseling services shall be provided by agents or attorneys recognized by the United States department of veterans affairs pursuant to section 5904 of title 38 of the United States. Such services shall be available in at least one location in each of the five boroughs.
§ 2.   This local law shall take effect ninety days after it shall have been enacted into law.
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